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This	was	not	the	only	organisation	from	the	Spanish	labour	movement	influenced	by	the	politics	of	working-class	autonomy	to	become	involved	in	the	Ring.	To	begin	with,	the	anarcho-syndicalist	Confederación	Nacional	del	Trabajo	(CNT)	also	had	contact	with	this	network	of	militants.	Writing	to	‘the	constituents	of	the	European	Ford	Workers	Ring’	on	behalf	of	the	CNT	in	May	1980,	M.	Angeles	and	A.	Martinez	queried	the	progress	of	a	draft	questionnaire	and	reported	on	developments	at	the	Spanish	plant.	They	decided	to	send	this	letter	directly	to	local	activists	though	with	an	oblique	explanation	that	‘things	are	not	going	well	between	us,	that	is	to	say	at	the	level	of	the	secretariat’,	suggesting	that	tensions	existed	between	them	and	others	involved.573	Both	the	CNT	and	MC	soon	became	marginalised	within	the	‘ring’.	Rather	than	political	differences	between	different	groups	of	militants,	this	probably	reflected	their	increasing	marginalisation	inside	the	Spanish	plant	due	to	increased	repression	and	a	normalisation	of	labour	relations	through	the	mainstream	union	federations.	However	short-lived	such	involvement	was,	it	demonstrated	that	the	politics	of	working-class	autonomy	influenced	sections	of	Ford’s	European	workforce	outside	Britain.	That	December	Jan	Cartier	invited	delegates	to	another	meeting	of	the	‘so-called	“Ford	Workers	Ring”’.	At	the	time	he	also	proposed	that	the	agenda	should	include	discussion	of	an	‘“Official”	Conference	of	Ford	Workers	[...]	organized	by	the	official	Trade	Union	organizations’.	Cartier	went	on	to	suggest	how	they	should	relate	to	the	trade	unions:	To	avoid	all	misunderstanding	we	want	again	[to]	make	clear	that	this	meeting	is	organized	by	the	shop-stewards																																									 																																								 																																								 																																								 				Doctoral	Thesis,	Universitat	Autònoma	de	Barcelona,	2017),	p.	444	<https://ddd.uab.cat/pub/tesis/2017/hdl_10803_457365/jsm1de1.pdf>	[accessed	9	May	2018].	573	Personal	Collection,	Letter	from	M.	Angeles	and	A.	Martinez	to	the	constituents	of	the	European	Ford	Workers’	Ring,	12	May	1980.	The	original	reads:	‘a	nivel	de	Coordinadora	es	decir	de	relacion	con	vosotros	no	an-amos	muy	bien’.	
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committee	of	the	Ford	Amsterdam	plant.	D.I.A.S.	[Diensten	Internationale	Arbeiders	Samenwerking	(International	Workers	Cooperation	Services)]	will	give	organizational	support.	The	intention	of	the	meeting	is	to	interchange	information	and	strengthen	the	cooperation	between	shop	stewards	and	union	militants	from	the	different	European	Ford	Plants.	It	is	not	the	intention	to	form	an	alternative	to	the	existing	cooperation	between	the	“official”	European	Unions.	Of	Course	our	aim	is	to	get	an	as	broad	as	possible	representation	from	every	country.574	This	statement	might	well	have	reflected	Cartier’s	own	views	as	senior	shop	steward	accurately	enough.	That	he	felt	the	need	to	clarify	the	point	at	length	in	an	invitation	to	the	next	meeting,	however,	indicated	concern	that	such	informal	gatherings	of	Ford	workers	without	prior	trade-union	approval	might	be	viewed	differently.	It	also	reflected	a	tension	that	ran	through	the	history	of	the	EFWC	between	attempts	to	secure	official	support	for	European	co-ordination	of	rank-and-file	trade	unionists	at	Ford	and	a	more	independent	approach	to	organising	from	below.	As	demonstrated	by	the	situation	in	Spain,	this	entailed	bringing	together	workers	from	across	Europe	who	faced	different	political	contexts,	in	terms	of	how	labour	relations	were	mediated	in	each	specific	country.	While	it	was	necessary	to	confront	the	challenges	that	this	raised,	engaging	with	organisations	from	outside	the	traditional	confines	of	mainstream	trade	unionism	certainly	proved	more	straightforward.	Alongside	DIAS,	the	Counter	Information	Service	(CIS)	the	Trans	National	Institute	(TNI)	and	the	Centre	for	Alternative	Industrial	and	Technological	Systems	(CAITS)	all	provided	support	to	the	EFWC.		At	the	Amsterdam	meeting,	ten	lay	trade-union	representatives,	Cartier	among	them,	welcomed	participants	from	all	the	countries	represented	previously:																																									 																					574	Personal	Collection,	Letter	from	Jan	Cartier	to	‘Dear	friends’,	12	December	1979.	
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Alan	Hayling	from	England;	a	German	shop	steward	Rudolf	Bambach;	Magens	Hegelund	and	Erik	Schou,	two	of	their	previous	hosts	in	Denmark;	and	Ignacio	Ortega,	a	CC.OO.	delegate	from	Valencia.	Two	more	delegations	joined	them:	the	Confédération	générale	du	travail	(CGT)	secretary	and	another	representative	from	Ford	Blanquefort	in	Bordeaux;	and	two	members	of	União	Geral	de	Trabalhadores	(UGT)	from	the	Lisbon	works	council.575	Details	of	the	discussions	were	recorded	on	a	handwritten	note	among	Alan	Hayling’s	papers.	Among	other	things,	the	talks	addressed	the	challenge	of	making	such	events	official	when	certain	unions	‘do	not	want	their	membership	to	make	international	links’.	In	particular,	the	German,	Belgian	and	English	unions	were	identified	as	‘not	very	effective’	in	this	respect.	Likewise,	a	delegation	of	Portuguese	office	staff	reported	that	fears	of	‘communist	infiltration’	led	to	their	own	union	the	social	democrat	UGT’s	opposition	to	involvement.576	This	gave	an	early	indication	of	how	Cold	War	divisions	between	trade	unions	would	pose	an	obstacle	to	effective	transnational	cooperation	by	Ford	workers.	The	extent	of	such	divisions	was	apparent	at	the	IMF	Ford	World	Auto	Conference	in	Valencia	in	November	1980.	Delegations	reflected	the	make-up	of	the	IMF,	an	affiliate	to	the	International	Confederation	of	Free	Trade	Unions	(ICFTU),	an	anti-Communist	breakaway	from	the	World	Federation	of	Trade	Unions	(WFTU).	This	left	the	CC.OO.	and	CGT,	the	largest	unions	at	Ford	in	Spain	and	France	respectively,	unrepresented.	Local	rivals	even	had	a	veto	over	their	attendance	as	observers.	A	CC.OO.	report	to	the	rest	of	the	Combine	described	how	a	request	to	participate	met	the	condescending	response	‘[only]	if	they	were	good	boys’,	adding	that	‘CCOO	never	received	the	invitation	so	apparently	they	have	not																																									 																					575	Personal	Collection,	‘European	Ford	Workers	Combine	Annexe	I:	Introduction	by	Delegation	Members’,	January	1980.	576	Personal	Collection,	loose	sheet	number	16-17	beginning	‘6.	Continuation	of	the	work	of	the	Combine’	and	‘7.	How	can	we	get	official	international	meetings?’,	[1980],	p.	17.	
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been	“good	boys”’.577	Even	the	choice	of	location	represented	a	cynical	attempt	to	swing	union	elections	at	Ford	Almussafes	in	favour	of	the	UGT.	Instead	of	requesting	observer	status,	the	main	Ford	union	in	Portugal	the	Confederação	Geral	dos	Trabalhadores	Portugueses	(CGTP)	decided	to	send	delegates	to	an	EFWC	meeting,	where	they	could	at	least	participate	fully.	The	situation	was	less	problematic	for	Ford’s	northern	European	workforce,	since	all	the	relevant	unions	were	affiliated	to	the	IFTUC.	Apart	from	two	convenors,	however,	the	British	delegation	consisted	almost	entirely	of	full-time	officials,	with	craft	unions	also	overrepresented	relative	to	those	representing	workers	of	lower	skill	status.	Another	EFWC	meeting	then	took	place	in	Bordeaux	from	6	to	8	November	1981.	Alan	Hayling	set	out	how	to	make	the	case	for	an	official	delegation	from	Britain.	He	recommended	to	one	of	his	fellow	participants,	probably	a	senior	CGT	or	CC.OO.	delegate,	how	to	write	to	Danny	Connor,	Sid	Harraway	and	Steve	Hart.	While	the	first	two	were	Ford	convenors,	Hart	was	not	even	a	shop	steward,	but	he	was	a	member	of	the	CPGB	Central	Committee	working	at	Dagenham.	Hayling	specified	three	points	to	be	raised	in	the	letter:		(A)	that	the	majority	of	delegations	(Holland,	Denmark,	France,	Spain,	Portugal)	are	trade	union	representatives	and	that	it	would	be	better	if	that	were	also	true	for	England.	(B)	that	the	E.F.W.C.	is	not	dominated	by	the	‘ultra	left’—in	fact	there	are	many	members	of	Communist	Parties	involved	notably	from	France,	Spain,	Portugal	and	Holland.	(C)	that	you	are	writing	as	a	fellow	CP	member.578	Alongside	the	Cold	War	divisions	mentioned	already,	the	EFWC	also	had	to	overcome	the	suspicions	of	senior	Communists	at	Ford	Dagenham	towards	the																																									 																					577	University	of	Warwick,	Modern	Records	Centre,	923/7,	‘IMF	Ford	World	Auto	Council:	List	of	Particpants’	17-19	November	1980;	and	European	Ford	Workers	Committee,	‘Report	on	the	London	Meeting’	5-7	December	1980,	p.	14.	578	Personal	Collection,	handwritten	note	beginning	‘Please	write	to:—Danny	Connor,	Sid	Harraway,	Steve	Hart’	(emphasis	in	the	original).	
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Combine	in	Britain.	Such	an	appeal	to	the	involvement	of	Communist	Party	members	might	seem	incongruous	given	the	Trades	Union	Congress’s	(TUC)	affiliation	to	the	ICFTU.	Yet,	it	reflected	the	specific	role	of	Communist	politics	in	the	subsidiary’s	labour	history,	as	well	as	more	general	idiosyncrasies	of	British	trade	unionism.	After	the	Bordeaux	conference	Pierre	Norrito	wrote	to	DIAS	on	behalf	of	the	local	work’s	council.	Norrito	began	by	expressing	surprise	at	DIAS’s	plans	to	hold	another	planning	meeting	in	Paris	that	April,	indicating	that	the	CGT	would	be	reluctant	to	host	such	an	event.	He	went	on	to	draw	a	sharp	contrast	between	the	militants	from	England	and	Germany,	who	lacked	a	trade	union	mandate,	and	the	official	delegations	from	France,	Spain	and	Portugal.	Norrito	then	clarified	the	CGT’s	position	going	forward.	‘We	can	only	accept	“observers”	if	federations	refuse’	to	participate.	Recent	official	communications	between	the	CGT	and	other	union	meant	it	was	no	longer	appropriate	to	‘maintain	contact	with	groups	and	individuals	that	discredit	the	trade-union	movement	and	are	opposed	by	these	organisations	nationally	and	within	the	workplace’,	he	explained579	The	trade-union	strategy	of	the	French	Communist	Party,	which	focused	internationally	on	integrating	the	CGT	with	ICFTU	affiliates,	set	out	to	marginalise	shop-floor	militants	who	lacked	official	backing	from	participating	further	in	the	EFWC.	In	June	1982	representatives	of	the	main	unions	at	Ford	plants	in	southern	Europe,	all	of	which	shared	Communist	Party	links,	met	in	France	to	plan	another	international	conference	in	Valencia	that	October.	Taking	this	as	an	opportunity	to	legitimise	relations	with	northern	European	unions,	the	CGT	proposed	to	press	the	issue	of	limiting	attendance	to	official	delegations.	Mario	Caballero	of	the	CC.OO.																																									 																					579	Personal	Collection,	letter	from	Pierre	Norriot	to	the	DIAS	group,	[c.	April	1982.].	The	original	reads:	‘Ce	n’est	que	s’il	y	a	refus	de	certaines	fédérations	que	nous	pourrions	accepters	des	<<observateurs>>.	[...]	continuer	des	contacts	avec	des	groupes	ou	des	hommes	qui	discréditent	le	mouvement	syndical	et	sont	combattus	par	ces	mêmes	organisations	d’enterprises	et	nationales.’	
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instead	argued	that	the	potential	of	the	EFWC	should	be	assessed	on	its	ability	to	highlight	shared	demands	with	one-day	or	half-day	strikes	across	Europe.	The	CC.OO.	also	invited	the	UGT	to	co-host	this	event,	but	received	no	response.	Extending	such	an	invitation	to	participate	from	the	closed	shop	of	social	democratic	unions	in	Northern	Europe	to	members	of	rival	minority	unions	among	the	firm’s	local	workforce	brought	such	co-operation	too	close	to	home	for	the	CGT’s	liking.	With	all	of	this	left	unresolved,	the	French	union	intended	to	secure	agreement	at	the	conference	on	the	question	of	restricting	participation	to	official	trade-union	delegations	in	future.580	The	following	month	Gerry	Walsh,	a	line	worker	from	Dagenham	and	founding	member	of	the	Combine,	discussed	this	situation	with	Caballero	during	a	trip	to	Valencia.	At	the	time	he	expressed	the	Combine’s	objections	to	both	CGT	attempt	to	instrumentalise	the	Combine	for	its	own	strategic	goals	and	CC.OO.	advocacy	of	token	industrial	action.	Walsh	instead	suggested	the	need	‘to	organise	around	concrete	issues’,	such	as	plant	closures	and	the	transfer	of	work	between	subsidiaries,	and	to	organise	effective	international	solidarity	during	national	pay	disputes.	He	also	reported	back	to	comrades	in	Britain	that	there	had	been	‘a	marked	downturn	in	the	struggle’	at	the	Spanish	plant,	since	the	late	1970s.	Describing	the	CNT	as	‘a	spent	force’,	he	went	on	to	criticise	their	abstentionism	as	an	opportunist	position.	Walsh	also	noted	scornfully	that	such	a	stance	had	not	prevented	the	syndicalists	from	taking	court	action	against	a	rival	faction,	following	a	split	within	the	organisation.	While	the	CNT	by	now	dismissed	the	EFWC	as	no	more	than	a	Communist	front,	he	still	forwarded	their	current	address	details	to	DIAS	with	Caballero’s	recommendation	that	they	be	kept	informed	of	progress	with	the	EFWC.	During	a	visit	to	the	plant	Walsh	also	met	with	one	of	four	remaining																																									 																					580	Personal	Collection,	photocopy	of	a	letter	from	Gerry	[Walsh]	to	Bill,	21	July	1982.	
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‘autonomist’	shop	stewards.	While	sharing	‘politics	much	closer	to	[...]	the	U.K.	group’,	they	now	had	insufficient	cadres	within	the	plant	to	do	more	than	operate	as	a	militant	tendency	within	the	CC.OO.	Although	he	saw	Comisiones	Obreras	as	politically	to	the	right	of	the	FWC,	at	least	in	Caballero	the	union	had	a	secretary	at	Ford	who	shared	common	commitments.	The	conference	scheduled	for	Valencia	that	October	never	took	place.	The	following	month	Caballero	informed	Alan	Hayling	that	it	had	been	rescheduled	until	after	the	New	Year,	so	as	to	increase	the	likelihood	of	more	plants	sending	delegations.	Since	being	notified	of	this	postponement,	he	went	on	to	explain,	that	Bernie	Passingham	had	already	offered	his	support	as	the	Secretary	of	the	Convenors	at	Ford	from	all	the	plant	in	Britain.	Confirmation	was	also	received	directly	from	shop	stewards	in	Dagenham	and	Halewood,	as	well	as	from	Genk.	While	this	left	Caballero	fairly	upbeat	in	his	assessment	of	their	prospects	of	success,	he	also	raised	concerns	about	a	possible	boycott	organised	by	the	European	Metalworkers’	Federation	(EMF),	which	had	been	brought	to	his	attention	by	contacts	in	the	Spanish	UGT.581	The	following	April	Caballero	reported	progress	to	CC.OO.	members	at	the	Spanish	plant.	An	event	described	as	‘the	First	Conference	of	Ford	Europe	Union	Representatives’	was	scheduled	from	25	to	27	March.	Delegates	had	already	confirmed	attendance	from	twelve	English	plants,	Bordeaux,	Lisbon,	Genk	and	Copenhagen,	but	he	still	awaited	a	response	from	Ford	Werke	plants	in	Germany	and	Spanish	‘comrades’	from	the	UGT.582	Unions	from	across	most	of	Europe	began	to	engage	officially	in	a	process,	which	emerged	from	informal	contact	between	members	of	the	Combine,	rank-and-file	trade	unionists	from	the	periphery	of	Ford	of	Europe	and	a	handful	of	other	shop-floor	militants.																																									 																					581	Personal	Collection,	Letter	from	Mario	[Caballero]	to	Alan	[Hayling],	12	November	1982.	582	Mario	Caballero,	‘Editorial:	La	Conferencia	de	Ford	Europa’,	Informatin	
Laboral	CC.OO.	Sección	Sindical	de	Ford	Espańa,	1.8	(1983),	3–4.	
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Then	in	February	1984	the	TGWU	Centre	in	Eastbourne	hosted	the	European	Ford	Workers	Conference.	Bernie	Passingham	began	proceedings	by	welcoming	delegates	on	behalf	of	the	Ford	UK	National	Convenors	Committee.	TGWU	National	Organiser	Ron	Todd,	who	became	General	Secretary	later	that	year,	then	made	the	opening	address.	Official	delegations	came	from	five	other	European	countries,	as	well	as	Brazil,	although	German	involvement	still	remained	limited	to	unofficial	participants	now	relegated	to	the	status	of	observers.583	Financial	assistance	came	from	the	Greater	London	Council	(GLC)	and	Merseyside	County	Council	(MCC),	the	two	main	hubs	of	a	municipal	socialist	opposition	to	the	Conservative	government’s	political	offensive.	Organisational	support	also	came	from	the	CAITS.	This	research	unit	at	North	London	Polytechnic	emerged	from	the	Lucas	Aerospace	Combine’s	alternative	Corporate	Plan.	The	two	combines	took	distinct	approaches:	one	embarked	on	a	project	of	reimagining	socially	useful	production	in	an	effort	to	defend	jobs;	the	other	adopted	a	more	confrontational	approach	focused	on	pay,	hours	and	working	conditions.	The	Lucas	
Plan	came	out	of	a	specific	set	of	circumstances,	beginning	with	a	ministerial	proposal	by	Tony	Benn	to	shop	stewards	who	appealed	for	his	help	to	defend	jobs.	Such	an	approach	also	reflected	differences	between	more	specialised	branches	of	engineering	and	mass	production	though.	The	extent	of	workers’	estrangement	from	their	labour	on	the	assembly	line	at	Ford	pointed	in	a	much	more	antagonistic	direction,	making	the	inception	of	such	a	scheme	there	inconceivable.	The	role	CAITS	played	in	compiling	a	report	of	the	EFWC	showed	common	ground	between	the	two	approaches,	suggesting	the	need	to	keep	such	differences	in	perspective.	This	recorded	how	the	chairman,	Passingham	presumably,	contrasted	this	meeting	with	those	of	the	IMF,	referring	to	his	own	regular																																									 																					583	Centre	for	Alternative	Industrial	and	Technological	Systems	(CAITS),	
European	Ford	Workers	Conference	Report:	The	Future	of	Ford?	(London:	Centre	for	Alternative	Industrial	and	Technological	Systems	(CAITS),	1984).	
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attendance	at	these	gatherings	for	over	a	decade.	‘I	get	more	information,	more	inspiration’,	he	enthused,	‘from	meetings	of	this	character	than	I	do	in	the	IMF’.	He	went	on	to	confirm	the	federation’s	continued	refusal	to	engage	with	an	event	that	was	open	to	all	the	relevant	unions,	irrespective	of	their	political	links.	This	remained	the	case	despite	an	exchange	of	correspondence	and	telephone	conversations	with	IMF	General	Secretary	Herman	Rebhan,	who	personally	declined	an	invitation.	Having	fled	Poland	in	his	youth,	Rebhan	became	a	US	citizen	before	embarking	on	a	career	as	an	official	with	the	United	Automobile	Workers	(UAW).	By	his	own	account,	Eastern	European	origins,	a	background	in	‘Zionist	Social	Democratic’	politics	and	the	experience	of	organising	with	the	UAW	contributed	to	his	staunchly	anti-Communist	outlook.584	As	IMF	General	Secretary,	he	also	developed	particularly	close	connections	to	IG	Metall	in	Germany,	perhaps	the	most	centralised	and	certainly	the	most	well	integrated	union	in	the	European	automobile	sector.	Following	the	introduction	of	the	German	Codetermination	Act	(Mitbestimmungsgesetz)	of	1976,	legislation	codifying	the	participation	of	workers	in	the	boardroom,	Herman	Rebhan	even	became	vice	chairman	of	the	Ford	Werke	supervisory	council	(Aufsichtsrat).	While	any	individual’s	role	should	not	be	overstated,	Rebhan’s	personal	history	encapsulated	the	political	basis	of	IG	Metall	and	the	IMF’s	hostility	to	greater	coordination	between	Ford	of	Europe’s	fragmented	workforces.	A	telex	message	Rebhan	sent	from	Geneva	to	Don	Stallman,	United	Automobile	Workers	(UAW)	Director	of	Governmental	and	International	Affairs,	the	following	February	made	his	position	explicit.	This	message	addressed	a	query	
																																								 																					584	Interview	with	Herman	Rebhan,	The	Association	for	Diplomatic	Studies	and	Training	Foreign	Affairs	Oral	History	Project	Labor	Series,	1995,	p.	2	<https://www.adst.org/OH%20TOCs/Rebhan,%20Herman.toc.pdf>	[accessed	13	June	2018].	
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regarding	an	invitation	that	the	UAW	had	received	to	another	International	Ford	Workers	Conference	on	Merseyside	that	year.	Rebhan	spelled	out	his	stance:	FORD	MEETING	IN	LIVERPOOL	PRESENTS	IMF	WITH	CERTAIN	PROBLEMS.	[...]	ALTHOUGH	ENDORSED	BY	NATIONAL	TGWU	LEADERSHIP	IT	IS	BEING	ORGANIZED	BY	LEADING	COMMUNIST	SHOP	STEWARDS	INSIDE	FORD.	OTHER	FORD	UNIONS	IN	UNITED	KINGDOM	NOTABLY	AUEW	NOT	INVOLVED.	[...]	REPRESENTATIVES	FROM	COMMUNIST	UNIONS	IN	SPAIN,	FRANCE	AND	PORTUGAL	ARE	BEING	INVITED	AND	WILL	USE	OCCASION	TO	ATTACK	IMF	AFFILIATED	UNION	EVEN	WHEN	AS	IN	CASE	OF	MAJOR	FORD	PLANT	IN	VALENCIA	UGT	(IMF-AFFILIATED	HAS	MAJORITY	IN	PLANT.585	From	dissident	members	active	in	the	Combine	from	the	outset	to	senior	leaders	who	brought	with	them	the	conflicting	agenda	of	different	national	parties,	Communists	across	Europe	had	a	complex,	ambivalent	relationship	with	the	EFWC.	On	the	other	hand,	the	IMF’s	hostility	and	IG	Metall’s	refusal	to	participate	posed	far	more	consistent	obstacles	to	trans-European	coordination	between	Ford	workers.	Despite	such	attempts	to	obstruct	proceedings,	shop-floor	delegations	from	sixteen	countries	attended	the	Ford	World	Workers	Conference	in	Liverpool	over	three	days	between	15	and	17	March	1985.	Bernie	Passingham	chaired	the	meeting,	which	was	hosted	by	the	Ford	UK	National	Convenors	Committee.	Delegates	‘agreed	to	stop	the	company	raising	production	in	one	country	to	crush	industrial	action	in	another’.586	As	an	example	of	such	transnational	solidarity,	
																																								 																					585	Personal	Collection,	transcript	of	cable	from	Herman	Rebham	to	Don	Stillman,	5	February	1985.	586	‘Ford	Unions	in	Major	Solidarity	Boost’,	Morning	Star	(London,	18	March	1985),	p.	1.	See	also	‘Worldwide	Ford	Workers	Meet’,	Morning	Star	(London,	15	March	1985),	p.	5;	Ian	Hamilton-Frazer,	‘Ford	Workers	Agree	to	Worldwide	Mutual	Support’,	Financial	Times	(London,	18	March	1985),	p.	10.	
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Passingham	cited	the	refusal	of	workers	in	Britain	to	handle	South	African	parts	during	a	German	dispute	over	working	hours.	In	his	study	of	cross-border	co-operation	between	Ford	unions,	Thomas	Fetter	emphasised	the	ineffectiveness	of	such	attempts	before	the	introduction	of	European	Works	Councils	in	the	transition	towards	European	Union	integration.	He	also	argued	against	interpreting	such	activity	as	‘rooted	in	idealistic	notions	of	working-class	solidarity’,	suggesting	a	more	complex	situation	in	which	‘banal	nationalism’	remained	a	significant	political	motive.587	No	doubt,	this	reflected	aspects	of	trade	union	realpolitik	more	accurately	than	such	a	naive,	if	hypothetical,	class	analysis.	However,	Fetzer’s	institutional	approach,	an	almost	exclusive	focus	on	Anglo-German	relations	and	his	lack	of	attention	to	the	early-1980s	obscured	how	many	rank-and-file	trade	unionists	and	other	shop-floor	militants	framed	their	own	actions	precisely	in	terms	of	such	solidarity.	That	said,	the	EFWC	ultimately	had	a	very	limited	impact.	A	myriad	of	factors	affected	this	overdetermined	outcome.	Restructuring,	the	introduction	of	new	technology	and	excess	capacity	had	already	begun	to	shift	the	balance	of	power	away	from	European	automobile	workers	before	transnational	links	began	to	develop.	The	Cold	War	agenda	of	the	IMF	certainly	did	not	help	matters;	nor	did	those	Communist	trade	unionists	who	adopted	an	instrumentalist	approach	to	a	process	initiated	on	the	shop	floor.	Perhaps	most	importantly,	the	lack	of	involvement	of	IG	Metall,	which	represented	workers	at	what	had	become	Ford’s	main	European	subsidiary,	severely	hampered	the	whole	exercise.	In	some	sense,	however,	it	became	a	victim	of	its	own	success	with	official	recognition	moderating	the	agenda.	With	workers	increasingly	on	the	defensive,	shop-floor	involvement	in	discussions	between	European	workplace	representatives	posed	less	of	a	challenge	to	trade	union	officials.																																									 																					587	Fetzer,	p.	5.	Fetzer	explicitly	draws	this	distinction	between	trade	union	politics	and	of	labour	conflict	to	distinguish	his	work	from	that	of	Beverley	J.	Silver.	
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So	why	didn’t	we	Squeeze?	1983	to	1990	
By	the	beginning	of	Margaret	Thatcher’s	second	term	as	Prime	Minister,	few	signs	remained	at	Ford	of	an	organised	tendency	committed	to	the	politics	of	working-class	autonomy.	Big	Flame	started	to	undergo	a	shift	in	orientation	away	from	Ford	before	beginning	to	unravel	as	a	national	organisation,	which	effectively	dissolved	in	1984.588	The	previous	year	Alan	Hayling	took	redundancy	from	Langley	to	work	with	the	Greater	London	Council’s	Popular	Planning	Unit.	Through	the	GLC,	however,	he	continued	to	support	EFWC	conferences	and	rank-and-file	union	activity	at	Ford.589	That	year	also	saw	the	longstanding	external	militant	Ed	Emery	embark	on	a	cultural	turn	of	sorts	with	Red	Notes	publishing	material	from	a	series	of	theatre	workshops	by	the	Italian	dramatists	Dario	Fo	and	Franco	Rame.590	Restructuring	drove	car	workers	on	to	the	defensive	and	began	to	displace	the	automobile	sector	from	a	central	position	in	the	British	economy.	In	these	circumstances,	political	practices	that	were	predicated	on	identifying	the	mass	worker	in	this	sector	as	a	hegemonic	antagonistic	social	subject	became	increasingly	untenable.		This	history	still	left	a	legacy	on	the	industrial	unrest	that	continued	to	feature	in	labour	relations	at	Ford,	as	already	seen	in	a	wider	European	context.	The	trade	union	activists	that	took	over	the	main	1107	branch	of	the	TGWU	at	Dagenham	in	1983	had	prior	experience	of	organising	with	the	Combine,	which	remained	active	as	a	means	of	organising	independently	of	formal	union	structures.	In	doing	so	they	built	upon	practices	previously	established	by	the	Combine:	overcoming	sectarian	divisions	on	the	left;	promoting	international	solidarity;	and																																									 																					588	archivearchie,	‘EPISODES	IN	BIG	FLAME	HISTORY:	No	30.	The	Last	Years’,	
Big	Flame	1970-1984	<https://bigflameuk.wordpress.com/2010/01/11/episodes-in-big-flame-history-no-30/>	[accessed	24	July	2018].	589	Hayling.	590	Dario	Fo	and	Franca	Rame,	Dario	Fo	and	Franca	Rame:	Theatre	Workshop	
at	Riverside	Studios,	London.	April	28th,	May	5th,	12th,	13th,	&	19th	1983	(London:	Red	Notes,	1983).		
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challenging	racial	and	sexual	discrimination.591	While	the	1107	branch	demonstrated	a	degree	of	continuity	in	workplace	organising	activity	at	Ford,	the	two	major	disputes	of	this	period	paint	a	very	different	picture.	The	first	of	these	took	place	over	the	closure	of	the	foundry	in	1984;	the	other	concerned	a	new	contract	introduced	in	1988.	Taken	together,	these	demonstrated	the	extent	of	shifts	in	the	balance	of	forces	both	at	Ford	and	across	the	rest	of	British	industry.	On	17	January	1984	Ford	announced	plans	to	close	the	Dagenham	foundry	the	following	April.	This	would	cost	2,000	jobs,	bringing	the	issue	of	unemployment	to	the	fore.	This	decision	came	about	despite	the	workforce	having	already	met	a	series	of	targets,	which	had	been	set	by	management	over	the	previous	four	years	as	part	of	a	rescue	package.	Speaking	on	behalf	of	negotiators,	Ron	Todd	appeared	willing	to	support	a	robust	response	at	first.	‘This	is	a	fight	over	the	total	manufacturing	capacity	of	Ford	of	Britain,	not	just	the	foundry.	We	are	going	to	involve	the	whole	of	the	workforce.’592	He	also	called	on	union	members	not	to	handle	any	imported	engine	components,	suggesting	the	likelihood	of	official	industrial	action.	The	following	day	the	FNJNC	went	further	and	decided	to	recommend	a	national	strike.	Foundry	workers	then	voted	overwhelmingly	in	favour	of	such	action	at	a	mass	meeting.	The	Combine	issued	‘a	call	to	action’	to	their	workmates	later	that	day.	Arguing	that	the	‘closure	of	the	Foundry	clearly	puts	all	our	jobs	at	risk’,	the	text	observed	that	Dagenham	was	on	course	to	become	a	mere	assembly	plant	with	the	subsidiary’s	workforce	cut	by	over	a	quarter	since	1979.593	It	also	noted	that	the	corporation	had	extracted	£1,000,000,000	of	profit	from	Britain	over	
																																								 																					591	Cohen,	Notoriously	Militant:	The	Story	of	a	Union	Branch,	pp.	133–84.	592	Brian	Groom,	‘Ford	Dagenham	Foundry	to	Close’,	Financial	Times	(London,	17	January	1984),	p.	1.	593	Personal	Collection,	Ford	Workers	Group	(“The	Combine),	‘Fraud	News	Dagenham	Leaflet’,	18	January	1984,	p.	2.	
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the	previous	six	years,	all	at	the	expense	of	the	sort	of	reinvestment	required	to	keep	operations	such	as	the	foundry	viable.	While	broadly	supportive	of	industrial	action,	a	broadsheet	published	by	the	Socialist	Workers	Party	raised	concerns	about	the	motivations	behind	the	apparently	tough	union	stance:	‘Understandably,	there	has	been	widespread	suspicion	of	union	officials’	motives.	It	is,	after	all,	election	time	in	the	TGWU.’	At	the	time	Ron	Todd	was	standing,	successfully	as	it	turned	out,	for	the	position	of	General	Secretary.	‘Union	leaders’,	the	piece	went	on	to	warn,	‘have	never	forgiven	the	rank	and	file	Ford	workers	for	taking	the	strike	in	1978	out	of	their	hands’.594	Then	in	an	unprecedented	step	at	Ford,	union	officials	representing	both	hourly	paid	workers	and	salaried	staff	wrote	jointly	to	management,	requesting	a	meeting	before	a	strike	was	scheduled	to	commence	on	13	February.	While	industrial	action	was	initially	deferred	after	management	agreed	to	further	talks,	the	newly	formed	Ford	Unions	Joint	Co-ordinating	Committee	(FUJCC)	appeared	at	first	committed	to	a	hard-line	stance.	‘The	strike’s	on’,	an	FUJCC	leaflet	announced,	urging	workers	to	delegate	the	committee	authority	to	call	industrial	action	if	management	refused	to	agree	to	the	withdrawal	of	the	foundry’s	closure	notice	and	to	provide	further	investment.595	While	adopting	such	tough	rhetoric,	the	FUJCC	excluded	even	the	most	senior	shop	stewards	and	convenors.	Its	membership	was	composed	exclusively	of	trade-union	officials.	Before	talks	began	these	full	timers	then	decided	to	continue	with	negotiations	whether	or	not	management	agreed	to	discuss	the	survival	of	the	foundry.	This	undermined	a	previous	position	taken	by	plant	convenors	that	talks	could	only	take	place	if	this	issue	remained	at	the	top	of	the	agenda.	Internal	debate	within	the	unions	on	the	issue	was	shut	down	at	a	Joint	Works	Committee	meeting.																																									 																					594	Personal	Collection,	Socialist	Workers	Party,	‘Stop	the	Foundry	Closure!’	[c.	February	1984].	595	Personal	Collection,	Ford	Unions	Joint	Co-ordinating	Committee,	‘The	Strike’s	On’	[February	1984].	
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‘The	smell	of	a	sell-out	is	high’,	Fraud	News	warned,	while	publicising	a	mass	lobby	of	the	22	February	talks	called	by	shop	stewards	from	the	Dagenham	PTA,	Engine	and	Body	Plants.596	At	this	meeting	a	company	presentation,	which	provided	an	overview	of	the	issues	effecting	investment	from	the	firm’s	perspective,	dominated	proceedings.	Union	negotiators	only	managed	to	raise	concerns	about	the	foundry	after	an	adjournment.	Then	Ford	of	Europe	Vice	President	of	Manufacturing	W.	J.	Hayden	set	out	management’s	position	bluntly:	‘The	decision	to	close	the	foundry	would	not	be	reversed	and	he	was	not	prepared	to	raise	false	hopes	among	the	foundry	employees’.597	The	meeting	then	came	to	a	close.	Afterwards	rumours	of	a	‘revolt’	by	Dagenham	Ford	workers	opposed	to	industrial	action	began	to	circulate	in	the	press,	although	the	only	evidence	in	support	of	such	claims	came	from	‘unofficial	reports’	of	a	recent	vote	against	a	strike.598	That	the	participants	in	the	ballot	were	foremen,	perhaps	the	section	of	staff	least	likely	to	show	solidarity	with	hourly-paid	workers,	received	no	mention	in	these	reports.	At	first	union	officials	continued	to	call	for	a	strike,	before	deciding	to	call	off	industrial	action	after	yet	more	talks	with	the	company.	While	claiming	that	he	now	‘believed	there	would	be	better	communication	between	management	and	unions’,	Ron	Todd	offered	no	explanation	for	such	new-found	optimism.599	In	the	end,	the	closure	of	the	foundry	went	ahead	without	any	effective	trade-union	opposition.	From	the	perspective	of	the	Combine,	this	highlighted	a	strategic	error	in	how	the	campaign	had	been	organised,	as	well	as	weaknesses	within	the	structures																																									 																					596	Personal	Collection,	Ford	Workers	Group	“The	Combine”,	‘Fraud	News	Dagenham	Bulletin’,	February	20	1984.	597	Personal	Collection,	Ford	Britain	Industrial	Relations,	‘Employee	Bulletin’	23	February	1984.	598	Brian	Groom,	‘Mixed	Support	for	Ford	Protest’,	Financial	Times	(London,	28	February	1984),	p.	10.	599	‘Some	Progress	in	Ford	Talks’,	Morning	Star,	7	March	1984,	p.	5.	
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and	official	leadership	of	the	trade	unions	at	Ford.	Anticipating	further	closures,	
Fraud	News	called	for	a	more	locally	lead	approach:	Do	it	the	miners’	way.	If	there	is	any	fight	in	any	plant	under	attack,	they	must	come	out	first,	and	then	the	rest	of	us	must	support	them	by	coming	out	ourselves.	Let	the	threatened	plants	have	confidence	that	we	will	join	them,	and	that	we,	all	united,	can	win.600	With	government	policy	driving	up	unemployment,	defending	jobs	became	a	major	point	of	contention.	Yet	instead	of	car	plants,	the	closure	of	coal	pits	provoked	this	politically	charged	confrontation	between	organised	labour	and	Thatcher’s	government.	While	union	officials	demonstrated	a	lack	of	leadership	at	Ford,	the	miners’	defensive	struggle	ultimately	ended	in	defeat.	If	such	an	outcome	was	not	necessarily	inevitable,	the	situation	stood	in	stark	contrast	with	previous	political	impact	of	less	protracted	industrial	action	by	miners	and	car	workers	alike.		Another	major	dispute	at	Ford	appeared	like	a	serious	possibility	three	years	later.	During	negotiations	of	the	1988	pay	contract,	Ford	workers	voted	to	take	industrial	action	in	a	secret	ballot	by	an	overwhelming	eighty-eight	per	cent.	With	an	official	strike	planned	to	start	the	following	day,	the	FNJNC	met	on	Sunday	31	January.	At	first	divisions	between	the	unions	averted	industrial	action.	These	arose	when	covert	negotiations	between	AEU	officials	and	the	company	became	exposed.	In	scenes	reminiscent	of	those	surrounding	the	opening	of	Halewood,	these	discussions	aimed	to	establish	a	single-union	agreement	for	a	new	plant	in	Dundee.	This	would	again	undermine	the	national	agreement	with	the	introduction	of	different	terms	and	conditions	at	the	new	facility.	With	representatives	of	the	workforce	divided	by	inter-union	rivalries,	negotiations	resulted	in	a	recommendation	to	accept	a	new	three-year	contract.	Though	this	improved	upon	the	company’s	original	offer	in	terms	of	pay,	contentious	proposals	to	change																																									 																					600	Personal	Collection,	Ford	Workers	Group	(“The	Combine”),	Fraud	News:	
Dagenham	Bulletin,	9	May	1984.	
	 246	
working	practices	remained	in	place.	That	week	workers	voted	to	reject	the	deal.	Then	3,000	of	them	walked	out	from	the	Dagenham	PTA	Plant	before	strike	action	went	nationwide	the	following	week.601	During	the	dispute	a	poster	appeared	on	the	picket	line,	bearing	the	Combine’s	subverted	Fraud	logo.	A	photograph	of	a	Black	worker,	holding	a	homemade	placard	that	read	‘No	Strings’	high	in	his	hands,	almost	filled	the	entire	sheet	of	paper.	This	image	drew	on	the	previous	history	of	workers’	struggle	at	Ford,	echoing	the	language	used	by	the	Combine	a	decade	earlier.	Previously	the	demand	had	always	been	raised	alongside	others	though,	representing	a	refusal	to	let	management	tie	pay	increases	and	other	concessions	to	changes	in	working	practices.	That	the	Combine	now	raised	it	on	its	own	pointed	to	how	the	power	dynamics	had	changed	in	favour	of	the	company.	The	poster	still	depicted	the	workforce	as	retaining	leverage	though,	a	point	that	the	only	text	aside	from	the	
Fraud	logo	expressed	explicitly:	‘We’ve	got	them	by	the	bollocks,	now	squeeze!’	This	begged	a	question	afterwards,	as	spelt	out	in	a	caption	to	a	photograph	of	the	poster	in	Fraud	News:	‘So	why	didn’t	we	squeeze?!’602	The	strike	certainly	made	its	impact	felt	across	Ford	of	Europe	more	rapidly	than	similar	disputes	had	done	previously.	Further	European	integration	and	the	move	towards	just-in-time	production	left	operations	elsewhere	in	Europe	more	vulnerable	to	disruption	in	the	production	of	components	at	Ford	plants	in	Britain.	With	stock	in	the	supply	chain	kept	to	a	minimum	under	this	system,	a	‘domino	effect’	began	to	hit	production	at	plants	in	Genk,	Saarlouis,	Amsterdam	and	Cork	within	a	day	or	two	of	industrial	action	breaking	out.603	As	well	as	the	threat	the	
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ongoing	restructuring	of	Ford	of	Europe	posed	to	the	workforce,	it	also	exposed	new	vulnerabilities	for	the	company	too.	Within	two	weeks	of	the	strike	starting,	officials	still	engaged	in	secret	talks	with	management,	where	they	agreed	another	deal.	This	covered	a	shorter	period	than	the	original	company	proposal,	running	for	two	years	instead	of	three,	and	left	‘changes	in	working	practices	subject	to	agreement’	with	the	unions.604	In	the	end,	workers	voted	by	more	than	two	to	one	in	favour	of	its	acceptance.	Out	of	twenty-one	British	Ford	plants,	only	the	Dagenham	PTA	workforce	voted	down	the	offer.	Communist	Party	member	and	FNJNC	Secretary	Jim	Arlie	described	the	settlement	as	having	‘forced	major	changes	from	the	company’,	representing	it	as	a	victory.	TGWU	General	Secretary	Ron	Todd	described	the	outcome	as	having	‘vindicated	his	trust	in	his	members’,	a	remark	that	revealed	where	he	felt	the	burden	of	trust	lay	between	trade-union	members	and	officials.605	In	contrast	to	such	congratulatory	statements,	the	final	issue	of	Fraud	News	offered	a	more	sombre	assessment,	while	tracing	industrial	action	back	to	unofficial	stoppages	and	mass	lobbies	of	the	negotiations	the	previous	year.	Union	leaders,	such	as	FNJNC	Deputy	Chairman	Derek	Horn	who	claimed	‘there	are	no	strings	at	all	attached	to	this	agreement’,	came	under	criticism	for	misrepresenting	the	final	offer	before	the	final	vote.606	While	winning	minor	concessions	on	the	implementation	of	this	process,	union	officials	abandoned	a	position	of	strength	without	a	fight	on	the	substantive	issue.	TGWU	official	Steve	Hart,	a	Eurocommunist	in	the	factional	splits	then	dividing	the	CPGB,	came	under	particularly	harsh	scrutiny.	As	well	as	obstructing																																									 																					604	‘Ford	Workers	Vote	to	Accept	Pay	Deal’,	Morning	Star	(London,	19	February	1988),	p.	12.	605	Ibid.		 606	Ford	Workers	Group	(‘The	Combine’),	‘We	Were	Conned.	We	Were	Robbed.	Now	We	Must	Fight	the	Strings!’,	Fraud	News	(Ilford,	Essex,	April	1988),	p.	1.	
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rank-and-file	involvement	in	the	strike,	Hart	stood	accused	of	failing	to	support	a	shop	steward	sacked	on	false	charges	from	the	Dagenham	Body	Plant	shortly	beforehand.	Publication	of	an	old	photograph	of	him	in	a	Combine	t-shirt	mocked	him	for	having	previously	presented	himself	as	more	sympathetic	to	the	shop-floor	militants.	While	supporting	a	left-wing	campaign	for	control	of	the	unions,	the	Combine	also	emphasised	the	need	for	their	workmates	to	take	collective	action	themselves	to	prevent	the	introduction	of	team	working,	temporary	labour,	quality	circles	and	the	like.	The	pay	claim	that	ran	between	1989	and	1990	told	a	similar	story.	In	response	to	an	offer	of	a	9.5	per	cent	pay	rise	with	a	further	increase	of	2.5	per	cent	above	inflation	the	following	year,	a	series	of	unofficial	strikes	broke	out	during	negotiations.	A	ballot	also	indicated	overwhelming	support	for	a	strike	with	eighty-one	per	cent	of	votes	cast	in	favour	of	industrial	action.	Such	signs	initially	suggested	the	possibility	of	a	major	confrontation.	Yet,	union	negotiators	then	avoided	official	action	by	re-balloting	the	membership.	While	some	unofficial	stoppages	took	place	afterwards,	these	involved	skilled	workers	defending	their	sectional	interests,	instead	of	involving	the	wider	workforce.	This	gave	yet	another	indication	of	the	shift	in	power	away	from	the	broad	mass	of	Ford	workers.607	Meanwhile,	widespread	social	unrest	outside	the	factory	put	the	significance	of	the	situation	at	Ford	into	perspective.	By	the	end	of	the	year	a	campaign	of	direct	action	against	the	poll	tax	led	to	the	resignation	of	Margaret	Thatcher	as	Prime	Minister.	This	conjuncture	lent	itself	to	analysis	in	terms	of	the	‘social	wage’,	since	this	policy	threatened	a	regressive	shift	in	the	burden	of	taxation	raised	to	pay	for	local	government	services.	While	the	outcome	of	industrial	unrest	at	the	carmakers	in	the	1980s	was	not	a	foregone	conclusion,	the	relative	impact	of	these	two																																									 																					607	‘Ford	and	Unions	to	Meet	Next	Week	on	Pay’,	Financial	Times	(London,	4	January	1990),	p.	7;	Michael	Smith	and	Michael	Cassell,	‘Ford	Faces	Disruption	Despite	Vote’,	Financial	Times	(London,	25	January	1990),	p.	1;	Cohen,	Notoriously	
Militant:	The	Story	of	a	Union	Branch,	pp.	159	&	163.	
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conflicts	was	striking.	The	analysis	of	autonomist	Marxists,	such	as	Negri,	who	view	this	as	a	period	of	transition	away	from	the	‘mass	worker’	as	hegemonic	social	subject	towards	more	socialised	forms	of	working-class	subjectivity,	can	only	be	understood	in	relation	to	this	conjuncture.	Autonomist	Marxist	theory	and	the	history	of	working-class	struggle	at	Ford	converged	with	more	global	political	and	economic	changes,	the	legacy	of	Thatcherism	and	Japanese	just-in-time	production.	
	
Chapter	Conclusion	
At	the	end	of	the	1980s,	Marco	Revelli,	a	founding	member	of	Lotta	Continua	and	a	former	contributor	to	the	workerist	periodical	Primo	Maggio,	concluded	his	account	of	work	at	Fiat	with	an	analysis	of	developments	there	in	the	1980s.608	Alongside	a	collection	of	Negri’s	work	published	the	previous	year,	this	was	one	of	the	last	works	from	the	Italian	movement	translated	by	Red	Note.609	In	it	Revelli	provided	a	detailed	account	of	changes	to	the	labour	process	situated	within	a	wider	historical	and	political	context.	In	doing	so,	he	framed	the	lack	of	effective	resistance	to	mass	layoffs,	which	saw	around	half	Fiat’s	workforce	effectively	dismissed,	in	terms	of	a	moment	of	working	class	decomposition.	His	analysis	drew	out	the	role	of	technology	in	the	‘liquidation	of	the	working	class	as	a	subjective	dimension	within	the	labour	process’,	undermining	the	Communist	myth	of	the	development	of	the	productive	forces	as	a	primarily	progressive	process.	The	situation	at	Ford	in	Britain	differed	from	that	in	Italy,	where	Fiat	led	the	way	in	terms	of	automating	European	car	production,	having	experienced	some	of	the	most	intense	industrial	conflict	seen	across	the	worldwide	automobile	sector.																																									 																					608	Marco	Revelli,	‘Capitolo	7’,	in	Lavorare	in	Fiat	(Milano:	Garzanti,	1989),	pp.	125–64.	609	Marco	Revelli,	‘[Draft	Translation:]	Power	Relations	at	FIAT’,	trans.	by	Red	Notes	[Ed	Emery]	(London,	1989);	Antonio	Negri,	Revolution	Retrieved:	Writing	on	
Marx,	Keynes,	Capitalist	Crisis	and	New	Social	Subjects	(1967-83),	trans.	by	Red	Notes	[Ed	Emery	and	John	Merrington]	(London:	Red	Notes,	1988).	
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Production	methods	at	the	British	subsidiary,	which	first	introduced	the	car	assembly	line	to	Europe,	were	much	less	developed.	While	still	advanced	by	the	standards	of	the	rest	of	the	British	sector,	these	now	lagged	behind	continental	rivals,	as	well	as	Ford	of	Europe	operations.	In	the	1980s	the	main	capitalist	innovation	in	Britain	occurred	at	the	level	of	the	state,	which	pursued	a	strategy	of	actively	driving	deindustrialisation	further	forward.	Yet,	Revelli’s	analysis	remained	relevant,	situating	the	pattern	of	international	development	in	relation	to	workers	struggle.	This	served	as	a	reminder	of	the	political	dynamics	connecting	the	industrial	unrest	of	the	long	1970s,	so	much	of	which	played	out	at	Ford,	with	the	Thatcherite	response	of	restructuring.		 	
	 251	
	
Conclusion	
The	production	of	Ford	cars	continued	in	Britain	throughout	the	1990s	and	into	the	early	years	of	the	twenty-first	century.	This	section	begins,	however,	by	revisiting	the	long	1970s,	so	as	to	highlight	the	broader	historical	relevance	of	the	politics	of	working-class	autonomy	and	industrial	unrest	at	the	corporation’s	British	subsidiary.	We	then	examine	a	more	recent	and	distinctly	post-Fordist	moment	of	industrial	action,	which	impacted	upon	an	outsourced	link	in	the	firm’s	supply	chain	and	saw	the	subverted	Fraud	logo	deployed	one	last	time.	Finally,	we	consider	the	relevance	of	this	history	to	a	number	of	issues	of	contemporary	concern	today.	The	first	of	these	is	a	current	vogue	for	accelerationist	ideas,	which	owe	something	of	a	debt	to	autonomist	political	theory.	Another	is	the	recent	resurgence	of	interest	in	workers	inquiry	as	both	a	research	methodology	and	tool	for	political	intervention.			
Workers’	Struggle	at	Ford	in	the	Long	1970s	
The	two	key	early	innovations	first	introduced	at	Ford,	the	automated	final	assembly	line	and	the	firm’s	high-wage	policy,	came	about	in	the	wake	of	major	international	syndicalist	disturbances.	Setting	the	pace	of	work	automatically	extended	beyond	Taylorism,	which	already	set	out	to	give	management	greater	control	over	production	through	the	appropriation	of	workers’	knowledge	and	individualised	incentives.	Higher	wages	aimed	to	buy	off	workers,	who	became	acutely	estranged	from	this	form	of	labour,	which	had	been	entirely	stripped	of	any	intrinsic	value.	Industrial	unrest	and	technological	development	then	intermeshed	throughout	the	history	of	this	twentieth-century	icon,	a	multinational	corporation	that	came	to	symbolise	modern	development.	This	dynamic	played	out	at	the	firm’s	British	subsidiary	as	well	as	in	America.	
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	Amid	the	crisis	and	social	unrest	of	the	interwar	period,	Ford	seemed	to	answer	to	the	prayers	of	British	industrialists.	Then	the	public	investment	required	for	the	development	of	Dagenham	foreshadowed	subsequent	developments.	To	make	this	vision	a	reality	required	state	intervention	on	an	altogether	different	scale	though.	Apart	from	under	the	conditions	of	a	wartime	command	economy,	the	firm	only	fully	realised	its	full	potential	as	an	integral	component	of	the	post-war	Fordist	system.	Meanwhile,	the	politics	of	working-class	autonomy	emerged	first	in	the	USA,	and	then	in	France	and	Italy,	as	an	articulation	of	the	perspective	of	those	brought	together	by	this	new	form	of	industry.	This	came	about	in	response	to	a	situation	in	which	production	in	purportedly	socialist	countries	increasingly	mirrored	working	conditions	in	developed	capitalist	countries.	Meanwhile,	social	planning	was	embraced	in	the	West—calling	into	question	how	different	these	two	social	models	really	where.	The	formation	of	the	libertarian	socialist	organisation	Solidarity	in	1960	provided	a	manifestation	of	this	tendency	in	Britain,	with	former	Ford	shop	steward	Ken	Weller	a	founding	member.	While	offering	a	unique	perspective	on	shop-floor	unrest	at	Ford,	Solidarity’s	perspective	followed	the	same	political	trajectory	as	Socialisme	ou	Barbarie	away	from	Marxist	class	analysis.	This	then	left	the	group	ill-equipped	to	interpret	the	period	of	crisis	that	began	in	the	late	1960s.	Meanwhile,	government	anti-inflation,	industrial	and	trade	policies	become	increasingly	aligned	with	the	interest	of	Ford.	The	1968	sewing	machinists	strike	saw	company	proposals	to	penalise	unofficial	action	turned	into	a	template	for	legislation	to	impose	similar	sanctions	across	the	entire	workforce	of	Britain.	A	national	pay	strike	at	Ford	the	following	year	then	suggested	an	opportunity	to	implement	such	a	policy.	This	backfired,	contributing	to	Labour’s	defeat	in	the	1970	general	election.	The	stance	taken	by	leading	trade	union	officials	also	highlighted	the	inherent	contradictions	of	the	situation.	Political	
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opposition	to	the	introduction	of	legislation	went	hand	in	hand	with	negotiating	an	agreement	at	Ford,	which	effectively	introduced	such	penalties.	Events	in	France	and	Italy	then	stimulated	interest	in	an	open	Marxist	politics,	equipped	with	the	theoretical	tools	to	analyse	such	a	situation	of	crisis.	From	1969	onwards,	external	interventions	at	Ford	initially	emerged	from	the	intersection	of	far-left	politics,	the	student	movement	and	counter	culture.	This	saw	the	launch	a	new	rank-and-file	newspaper	Big	Flame	on	Merseyside,	the	location	of	the	newer	of	Ford’s	two	main	car	plants.	Then	in	1970	the	Heath	administration	was	elected	on	a	manifesto	that,	while	foreshadowing	neoliberalism,	still	relied	on	the	existing	policy	toolkit	of	industrial	relations	legislation	and	incomes	policy.	This	time	there	was	to	be	less	carrot	and	more	stick	though.	As	the	Industrial	Relations	Bill	passed	through	parliament,	the	1971	Ford	national	pay	strike	posed	the	most	direct	challenge	to	the	introduction	of	this	legislation.	However,	Jack	Jones	and	Hugh	Scanlon,	the	leaders	of	the	two	main	unions	involved,	brokered	a	two-year	deal	behind	the	backs	of	the	strikers.	This	introduced	more	severe	penalty	clauses	and	a	requirement	to	hold	secret	ballots	before	official	industrial	action,	once	again	foreshadowing	government	legislation.	The	failure	of	senior	shop	stewards	to	effectively	oppose	this	settlement	exacerbated	divisions	between	rank-and-file	trade	union	leaders	and	increasingly	militant	groups	of	workers	on	the	shop	floor.	This	strike	also	saw	further	external	intervention.	The	Angry	Brigade	bombing	campaign	made	a	dramatic	impact	at	Ford,	which	was	framed	explicitly	in	terms	of	working-class	autonomy,	whatever	gaps	remained	between	theory	and	practice.	In	Liverpool	Big	Flame	developed	into	a	political	organisation	that	was	modelled	on	Lotta	Continua	(Continuous	Struggle),	the	largest	group	on	the	Italian	extra-parliamentary	left.	Taking	a	leaf	out	of	the	book	of	Italian	Workerism	(operaismo)	led	to	a	tactical	intervention	at	the	car	firm	that	aimed	to	generalise	
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strategies	adopted	by	the	most	militant	sections	of	shop-floor	workers.	Against	a	backdrop	of	rising	inflation	and	the	withdrawal	of	subsidies	for	social	housing,	women	members	of	Big	Flame	also	became	involved	in	housing	struggles	on	Merseyside.	This	experience	along	with	autonomist	and	feminist	theory	underscored	the	relationships	between	industrial	production	and	social	reproduction.	With	wage	rises	increasingly	eroded	by	inflation	and	social	unrest	extending	outside	the	factory,	the	limits	of	a	purely	industrial	strategy	became	increasingly	apparent.	Trade-union	mediation	still	continued	to	break	down	at	Ford,	though.	Shop-floor	unrest	escalated	over	lay-offs,	manning	levels	and	the	pace	of	production.	This	gave	greater	credibility	to	the	critiques	of	trade	unionism	made	by	Big	Flame	and	Solidarity,	groups	that	also	increasingly	provided	militant	shop-floor	workers	with	means	of	communication	between	different	plants	across	the	country.	Meanwhile,	union	officials	obstructed	industrial	action	over	pay	negotiations	at	Ford,	leaving	it	to	other	workers	to	challenge	the	Heath	administration’s	pay	freeze.	Industrial	unrest	still	brought	down	the	government	though.	As	labour	returned	to	power,	the	Social	Contract	brought	trade	union	leaders	even	more	closely	into	alignment	with	the	government.	In	the	wake	of	the	oil	shock,	their	joint	solution	to	the	ongoing	crisis	of	British	capitalism	entailed	imposing	deflationary	wage	settlements	on	workers,	a	real	terms	pay	cut.	This	pushed	the	system	of	trade-union	mediation	towards	breaking	point.	Shop-floor	unrest	at	Ford	reached	a	violent	peak	during	the	IMF	crisis.	The	Ford	Workers	Group	(FWG)	and	the	Ford	Langley	Action	Committee	(FLAC),	workplace	groups	that	put	autonomist	politics	into	practice,	then	emerged	at	Dagenham	and	Langley.	While	Big	Flame	played	a	key	part	in	initiating	this	
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development,	strategic	leadership	remained	in	the	hands	of	members	of	Ford’s	workforce.	This	network	of	external	militants	and	workplace	groups	then	initiated	a	new	national	organisation	the	Ford	Workers	Group	(“The	Combine”)	in	preparation	for	the	1978	wage	claim.	While	many	of	those	involved	were	shop	stewards	with	a	broad	range	of	political	perspectives,	collectively	they	identified	themselves	as	ordinary	workers	and	organised	independently	of	both	the	unions	and	any	external	political	organisations.	Before	negotiations	even	began,	the	Combine	ran	an	unprecedented	shop-floor	campaign	inside	the	factory	and	the	unions.	This	history	hinged	upon	the	1978	national	Ford	pay	strike.	No	previous	pay	dispute	had	seen	the	same	level	of	shop-floor	coordination	across	all	of	the	firm’s	plants.	At	the	same	time	the	company’s	interests	fell	fundamentally	out	of	alignment	with	those	of	the	British	government.	This	led	to	one	of	the	two	longest	strikes	in	the	history	of	Ford’s	local	subsidiary.	It	sparked	off	a	string	of	similar	disputes	in	what	became	known	as	the	Winter	of	Discontent.	The	election	of	Margaret	Thatcher’s	Conservative	administration	in	1979	brought	with	it	a	fundamental	shift	in	government	strategy.	This	entailed	abandoning	pay	restraint	to	instead	pursue	policies	that	actively	fostered	deindustrialisation.	Thatcher’s	one-sided	solution	to	the	crisis	of	the	long	1970s	marked	a	clear	break	with	previous	administrations.	Politically,	this	accelerated	a	process	of	working-class	decomposition,	complementing	a	technical	recomposition	of	labour	both	within	and	beyond	the	automobile	sector.	The	Combine	remained	an	effective	shop-floor	organisation,	but	fundamental	changes	in	public	policy	combined	with	European	corporate	restructuring	increasingly	pushed	workers	onto	the	defensive.	This	allowed	management	and	union	officials	to	stave	off	industrial	action	during	pay	negotiations	throughout	Thatcher’s	first	term	in	office.	That	said,	unofficial	action	enjoyed	some	success	in	
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resisting	the	introduction	of	new	Japanese-style	management	techniques,	and	shop-floor	anger	could	still	erupt	dramatically	at	times.	Ultimately,	it	was	left	to	other	groups	of	workers	to	take	major	industrial	action	of	national	political	significance	with	such	defensive	struggles	ending	in	defeat.	Ford’s	corporate	restructuring	plans	encountered	one	unorthodox	form	of	opposition,	which	originated	on	the	shop	floor.	The	European	Ford	Workers	Combine	(EFWC)	came	about	as	a	direct	result	of	contacts	established	through	the	Combine’s	role	in	the	1978	strike.	It	began	with	a	series	of	informal	discussions	between	shop	stewards	and	other	militants	from	Britain	and	other	subsidiaries	at	peripheral	to	Ford	of	Europe’s	main	operations.	Initially	this	network	included	autonomists	and	anarcho-syndicalists	from	Spain,	where	the	transition	to	liberal	democracy	witnessed	particularly	intense	industrial	unrest	at	Ford	Almussafes	in	Valencia.	The	EFWC	provided	a	hub	for	the	transnational	exchange	of	information	between	members,	but	attempts	at	more	coordinated	activity	proved	less	effective.	As	efforts	to	gain	official	union	support	brought	competing	agenda	to	the	fore,	momentum	dissipated	and	militancy	was	tempered	by	the	involvement	of	senior	trade	unionists.	Official	backing	for	a	series	of	transnational	labour	conferences	grew,	but	cold	war	politics	continued	to	prevent	the	German	union	IG	Metall	from	participating,	leaving	Ford’s	largest	single	European	workforce	outside	the	process.	During	the	1988	pay	negotiations,	a	walkout	at	Ford	Halewood	and	heated	confrontation	between	union	representatives	and	workers	suggested	the	possibility	of	another	major	confrontation.	However,	unofficial	action	quickly	fizzled	out.	Militant	shop	stewards	remained,	who	managed	to	challenge	racial	and	sexual	discrimination,	but	management	restructuring	and	redundancies	generally	went	ahead	unchecked	afterwards.	A	combination	of	Thatcherism	and	Japanese	management	techniques	resolved	a	decades-long	struggle,	which	had	pitted	Ford’s	workforce	against	the	company	and	the	British	state.	
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As	the	hinge	for	this	history,	the	1978	Ford	national	pay	strike	merits	some	further	attention.	The	part	that	the	Ford	Workers	Combine	played	in	this	dispute	broadly	supports	Colin	Hay’s	contention	that	the	Winter	of	Discontent	was	symptomatic	of	trade	union	weakness,	rather	than	strength.	After	the	trade	unions	as	institutions	supported	a	series	of	deflationary	pay	settlements	under	the	Social	Contract,	shop-floor	workers	gave	industrial	action	its	impetus,	acting	independently	even	of	the	shop	steward’s	leadership.	As	well	as	debunking	the	myth	of	this	as	a	‘crisis	of	an	overloaded	state	held	to	ransom	by	the	trade	unions’,	Hay	highlighted	the	constitutive	role	of	this	mythology	in	the	Thatcherite	project	to	transform	the	state.610	Emphasising	the	contingency	of	this	transition,	Hay	went	further	though	to	deny	that	the	crisis	arose	out	of	any	fundamental	contradictions	in	British	Keynesianism.	For	him,	Thatcher	and	her	allies	simply	exploited	issues	originating	out	of	the	Yom	Kippur	War.	All	of	this	suggested	that	the	trade-off	between	unemployment	and	inflation,	a	key	component	in	the	Keynesian	macroeconomic	toolkit,	was	temporarily	disrupted	by	an	exogenous	shock.	It	is	not	clear,	however,	that	the	Arab	Israeli	War	was	the	main	driving	factor	behind	the	rising	cost	of	energy.	Two	years	beforehand	the	US	State	Department	had	already	begun	to	not	just	predict	but	to	actively	advocate	in	favour	of	an	oil-price	increase.	Moreover,	America,	the	hegemonic	world	power,	shared	strong	strategic	ties	to	the	largest	OPEC	member	Saudi	Arabia.	As	an	oil	producer,	the	USA	potentially	gained	an	economic	advantage	over	other	industrial	rival,	among	them	Britain,	from	such	a	price	rise,	which	also	promised	to	stabilise	global	supply.	In	
																																								 																					610	Colin	Hay,	‘Chronicles	of	a	Death	Foretold:	The	Winter	of	Discontent	and	Construction	of	the	Crisis	of	British	Keynesianism’,	Parliamentary	Affairs,	63.3	(2010),	446–70	(p.	447);	Colin	Hay,	‘Narrating	Crisis:	The	Discursive	Construction	of	the	“Winter	of	Discontent”’,	Sociology,	30.2	(1996),	253–77	(p.	261).	
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any	case,	the	relationship	between	increasing	energy	costs	and	inflation	predated	the	war	and	were	not	located	exclusively	in	the	Middle	East.611	Well	aware	of	this,	the	Midnights	Notes	Collective,	a	group	of	autonomist	Marxists	in	America	with	links	to	comrades	in	Italy	and	Britain,	read	the	situation	differently.	Instead	of	emphasising	international	competition,	this	analysis	linked	the	Nixon	and	Ford	administrations’	attitude	towards	oil	prices	to	the	breakdown	in	union-mediated	productivity	bargaining	at	the	end	of	the	1960s.	Across	the	developed	world	wildcat	strikes,	such	as	those	at	Ford	in	Britain,	achieved	‘excessive’	wage	gains	that	were	only	wiped	out	by	inflation	linked	to	increased	energy	costs.	As	Midnight	Notes	observed,	this	situation	then	led	to	‘the	largest	financial	flows	in	the	world’	to	date,	which	funded	the	subsequent	restructuring	the	world	economy.612	With	western	oil	companies	reaping	the	benefits	alongside	OPEC	countries,	the	massive	accumulation	of	capital	across	the	energy	sector	fuelled	another	cycle	of	investment	in	automation,	computerisation	and	robotics.	Explaining	stagflation	primarily	as	an	exogenous	shock	caused	by	the	Middle	East	conflict	obscures	how	the	inflationary	policies	of	western	governments	responded	to	the	actions	of	workers	in	their	own	countries.	A	breakdown	in	the	mechanisms	for	mediating	industrial	relations	during	the	long	1970s	constituted	a	major	contradiction	for	the	Keynesian-Fordist	system.	While	the	political	and	economic	aspects	of	this	crisis	were	intrinsically	intermeshed	and	its	outcome	far	from	predetermined,	Thatcherism	provided	a	decisive	response,	however	opportunistic	and	one-sided,	to	this	situation.	If	Hay	rightly	emphasises	the	possibility	of	political	alternatives,	we	must	also	recognise	that	the	status	quo	did	not	represent	one	of	these.	
																																								 																					611	Oppenheim,	‘Why	Oil	Prices	Go	Up	(1)	The	Past:	We	Pushed	Them’,	
Foreign	Affairs,	25.Winter	1976,	24–57.	612	Midnight	Notes	Collective,	‘“Chapter	1.	Oil,	Guns	and	Money”’,	in	Midnight	
Oil:	Work,	Energy,	War	1973-1992	(Brooklyn,	NY:	Autonomedia,	1992),	pp.	6–7.	
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Framing	this	period	in	terms	of	class	composition	also	suggests	a	dynamic	relationship	between	the	technical	composition	of	labour	and	working-class	subjectivity.	Instead	of	relying	upon	some	notion	of	a	purportedly	traditional	working-class	collective	identity,	this	brings	to	the	fore	the	actual	content	of	class	conflict	as	an	historical	phenomenon,	with	class	understood	as	a	dynamic	relationship	rooted	in	the	production	of	commodities	and	the	reproduction	of	social	relations.	In	the	long	1970s	such	conflict	included	industrial	unrest,	both	at	Ford	and	in	workplaces	across	Britain,	as	well	as	wider	struggles	over	the	social	wage.	Questions	of	collectivism	versus	individualism	then	become	a	political	problem,	rather	than	a	purely	analytical	question.	Moreover,	the	apparent	decline	in	saliency	of	class	might	be	understood	as	a	phenomenon	bound	up	with	a	process	of	working-class	decomposition	in	which	this	period	ended.		
Ford	beyond	Fordism,	1988	to	2009	
Power	relations	at	Ford	shifted	decisively	in	favour	of	management	following	the	1988	pay	dispute.	If	a	successful	strike	a	decade	earlier	marked	a	turning	point,	the	situation	reached	a	nadir	from	a	shop-floor	perspective	by	the	time	Thatcher	left	office.	The	production	of	Ford	cars	in	Britain	carried	on	afterwards	for	a	time,	as	did	militant	rank-and-file	trade	unionism.	Such	activity	also	still	showed	some	signs	of	continuity	with	the	Combine’s	approach	to	organising,	notably	in	relation	to	tackling	sex	and	race	discrimination	at	work.		As	the	rigid	sexual	division	of	labour	at	Ford	started	to	break	down	in	the	1990s,	women	workers	became	increasingly	integrated	into	the	wider	workforce.	This	resulted	in	complaints	about	the	display	of	pornography	inside	the	Dagenham	Engine	Plant.	Management	and	the	trade	union	‘moderates’	who	dominated	the	Joint	Works	Committee	(JWC)	in	that	particular	plant	failed	to	take	the	issue	seriously	at	first.	It	took	an	intervention	by	Allan	Martin,	a	shop	steward	active	in	
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the	militant	1107	branch	of	the	Transport	and	General	Workers’	Union	(TGWU),	for	the	practice	to	be	eradicated.613	One	woman	who	worked	in	Dagenham	at	the	time	Janet	Marlow	later	recalled	the	branch’s	role	in	combatting	other	forms	of	sexual	harassment	too.	She	specifically	credited	shop	stewards	with	successfully	opposing	the	practice	of	hiring	strippers	for	retirement	celebrations	held	within	the	factory.	Likewise,	when	a	group	of	male	workers	forced	their	way	into	a	women’s	changing	room,	union	representatives	from	the	branch	pressed	for	their	dismissal.	While	such	solidarity	helped	foster	a	less	macho	workplace	culture,	Marlow	also	remembered	differences	between	1107	shop	stewards	and	women	members	of	the	branch.614	Not	without	justification,	these	union	representatives	tended	to	view	the	introduction	of	more	‘flexible’	working	practices	with	hostility.	Such	changes	put	downward	pressure	on	full-time	wages	and	threatened	to	remove	whatever	leverage	shop	stewards	still	retained	over	management.	At	the	same	time,	part-time	hours	suited	many	women	who	still	tended	to	carry	the	overwhelming	burden	of	housework,	such	as	childcare.	Solidarity	between	shop	stewards	and	their	women	workmates	ultimately	prevailed.	That	the	interests	of	the	two	groups	became	counterposed	to	one	another,	however,	still	emphasised	how	the	changing	composition	of	the	workforce	coincided	with	a	shift	in	the	balance	of	power	in	management’s	favour.	A	decade	earlier	the	Combine	had	fought	casualisation	and	campaigned	for	a	shorter	working	week,	while	confronting	thorny	issues	raised	by	gender	politics	much	more	confidently.	That	full-time	work	was	now	seen	as	something	that	had	to	be	defended	underscored	the	extent	of	change	in	the	power	dynamics.	This	weakening	in	the	position	of	the	workforce	can	be	framed	in	terms	of	a	political	decomposition	of	labour	brought	about	to	a	significant	extent	through	a	technical	recomposition	of	labour	in	response	to	industrial	unrest.																																									 																					613	Cohen,	Notoriously	Militant:	The	Story	of	a	Union	Branch,	pp.	165–68.	614	Ibid.	
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With	the	workforce	still	mainly	made	up	of	men,	but	extremely	diverse	in	its	ethnic	composition,	racism	remained	an	equally	if	not	more	important	issue.	When	a	Ford	advertising	campaign	saw	the	faces	of	Black	workers	whitewashed	out	of	the	original	photograph,	a	public	relations	debacle	ensued	for	the	firm.	Meanwhile,	unfair	recruitment	practices	resulted	in	union	lawyers	bringing	successful	claims	for	racial	discrimination	to	an	industrial	tribunal.	The	company	was	found	to	have	excluded	members	of	ethnic	minorities	from	well-paid	positions	as	drivers	and	to	have	only	publicised	certain	other	vacancies	in	parts	of	the	Dagenham	estate	where	white	workers	were	much	more	likely	to	see	them.615	The	plant	also	witnessed	serious	outbreaks	of	racist	violence.	In	response	to	a	series	of	attacks	on	Black	and	Asian	workers	on	the	Dagenham	estate,	eight	hundred	of	their	workmates	eventually	walked	out	from	the	PTA	plant	on	5	October	1999.	Senior	steward	Steve	Riley,	another	veteran	of	the	Combine,	demanded	an	investigation	by	the	Commission	for	Racial	Equality.	The	press	reported	the	activity	inside	the	Dagenham	estate	of	Combat	18,	a	group	of	violent	neo-Nazis	connected	to	the	British	National	Party	(BNP).616	Following	the	party’s	electoral	turn	that	year,	the	BNP	became	the	main	opposition	party	on	the	London	Borough	of	Barking	and	Dagenham	Council.	Fascist	politics	had	deep	local	roots	as	seen	in	Bob	Lovell’s	recollections	of	the	1930s.	This	situation	was	without	precedent	anywhere	in	Britain	though.617	Crucially,	it	occurred	in	the	aftermath	of	the	closure	of	the	PTA	plant,	the	main	bastion	of	the	most	militant	section	of	Ford’s	workforce.	Yet	again,	the	deteriorating	political	situation	was	linked	to	the	decomposition	of	labour	inside	the	factory.	
																																								 																					615	Rebecca	Fowler,	‘So	Who	Are	the	Ford	Racists’,	Daily	Mail	(London,	9	October	1999),	pp.	18–19.	616	Robert	Taylor,	‘Ford	Accused	of	Racism	as	Workers	Walk	Out’,	Financial	
Times	(London,	6	October	1999),	p.	1.	617	Lovell,	‘Fords—the	Victory	for	Union	Recognition’.	
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Eventually,	corporate	executives	decided	to	close	the	PTA	plant	despite	an	‘impressive	productivity	turnaround’,	which	saw	new	working	practices	introduced	both	at	Dagenham	and	Halewood.618	By	the	mid-1990s	this	left	both	facilities	relatively	competitive	by	the	standards	of	operations	elsewhere	in	Europe.	All	the	same,	the	assembly	of	Ford	cars	at	Halewood	came	to	an	end	in	2001,	when	a	new	model	the	Focus	replaced	the	Escort.	Operations	only	continued	afterwards	with	a	much	lower	output	of	Jaguar	and	subsequently	Land	Rover	vehicles,	luxury	brands	briefly	acquired	by	the	corporation	before	being	sold	on.	The	following	year	the	Dagenham	PTA	plant	closed,	bringing	just	over	ninety	years	of	Ford	car	production	in	Britain	to	an	end.	Overcapacity	across	European	markets	drove	corporate	decision-making.	Even	though	Halewood	was	by	then	more	efficient	than	Saarlouis,	Ford	maintained	production	at	the	German	subsidiary	as	it	had	capacity	to	absorb	lost	output	from	the	Merseyside	plant,	but	not	vice	versa.	Meanwhile,	British	monetary	policy,	which	saw	sterling	overvalued	before	being	forced	out	of	the	Exchange	Rate	Mechanism	in	September	1992,	contributed	to	the	decision	to	close	Dagenham.	The	volatility	of	the	pound	after	Black	Wednesday	initially	favoured	British	exports.	However,	its	price	increased	again	as	currency	convergence	across	the	Eurozone	created	greater	certainty	about	production	costs	between	member	states.	Conservative	government	policy	also	made	it	quicker	and	cheaper	to	implement	cuts	in	Britain	than	in	Germany,	‘the	downside	of	Britain’s	much-vaunted	labour	market	flexibility’	as	Tolliday	noted	acerbically.619	Workers’	struggle	might	not	have	been	the	immediate	cause	of	Ford	car	production	in	Britain	coming	to	an	end.	The	Conservative	government’s	decidedly	one-sided	solution	to	social	and	industrial	unrest	still	shaped	the	context	for	this	outcome	though.		
																																								 																					618	Tolliday,	‘The	Decline	of	Ford’,	II,	p.	105.	619	Tolliday,	‘The	Decline	of	Ford’,	II,	p.	108.	
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Eight	years	later	another	group	of	workers	involved	in	industrial	action	adopted	the	Fraud	logo	one	last	time,	providing	a	coda	to	the	history	of	unrest	at	Ford.	Two	decades	after	the	Combine’s	last	recorded	use	of	this	symbol,	the	company	logo	was	symbolically	stolen	once	again	in	support	of	a	campaign	of	industrial	direct	action.	This	occurred	after	the	announcement	of	the	closure	of	three	Visteon	plants,	which	had	been	formerly	owned	by	Ford,	with	the	loss	of	six-hundred	jobs.	In	response,	Workers	decided	to	occupy	the	factories.	The	roots	of	this	dispute	went	back	to	8	September	1997,	when	the	Ford	Motor	Corporation	announced	plans	to	restructure	its	international	components	division	into	a	new	company	Visteon.	While	this	began	as	a	wholly	owned	subsidiary,	the	choice	of	such	a	different	name	created	a	distinct	identity,	signalling	the	intention	from	the	outset	to	separate	this	aspect	of	the	business	from	the	rest	of	the	brand.	At	the	time	management	justified	this	move	in	terms	of	the	need	to	increase	sales	to	other	car	firms,	due	to	the	ongoing	consolidation	of	the	components	sector.	The	Financial	Times	reported	that	the	head	of	this	new	offshoot	Charles	Szuluk	'steered	clear	of	the	sensitive	issue	of	divestments'	though.	The	article	also	noted	that	‘outside	suppliers	tend	to	pay	workers	appreciably	less	than	the	leading	car	makers’.620	Following	recent	industrial	unrest	at	General	Motors	over	the	divestiture	of	its	components	division,	Ford	initially	took	a	gradual	approach,	but	the	direction	of	travel	was	clear.	Corporate	policy	first	began	to	‘treat	Visteon	as	an	outside	contractor’,	before	the	spin-off	was	formalised	with	a	share	issue	to	Ford	stockholders	three	years	later.	In	preparation	for	this	move,	the	parent	company	conducted	‘a	market-pricing	review’	with	the	subsidiary	to	adjust	the	rates	for	the	supply	of	various	components.	This	internal	report	made	clear	that	‘it	is	expected	that	Visteon	will	reduce	prices	to	Ford’,	leaving	little	room	for	doubt	where	the	costs	of																																									 																					620	Haig	Simonian,	‘Ford	Revamps	Parts	Division’,	Financial	Times	(London,	9	September	1997),	pp.	1	&	20.	
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outsourcing	would	fall.621	With	ninety	per	cent	of	sales	and	more	than	half	of	all	new	business	still	coming	from	the	parent	company,	the	idea	that	the	new	firm	represented	a	viable	independent	business	met	with	scepticism	in	the	financial	press	from	the	outset.	Within	less	than	a	decade	Visteon	put	British	operations	into	liquidation	on	31	March	2009,	announcing	the	closure	of	three	former	Ford	plants	at	Basildon	in	Essex,	Belfast	and	Enfield	in	North	London.622	Ex-Visteon	worker	Phil	Wilson	later	recalled	how	bluntly	a	consultant	from	KPMG	announced	the	news	to	the	workforce:	‘Visteon	UK	has	just	gone	into	administration—any	money	that	is	owed	to	you	you’ll	have	to	claim	off	the	government.’623	At	first	the	workforce	received	no	guarantees	that	outstanding	wages	would	even	be	paid,	never	mind	redundancy	pay	or	pensions.	In	response,	workers	spontaneously	occupied	the	plant	in	Belfast	later	that	night.	The	next	day	their	workmates	in	Enfield	followed	suit.	Others	in	Basildon	did	likewise,	although	this	third	occupation	came	to	an	abrupt	end	after	workers	‘trashed	the	site	offices’,	resulting	in	a	threat	of	criminal	prosecution.624	The	Belfast	and	Edmonton	plants	still	remained	in	occupation	though.	Meanwhile,	London	hosted	a	G20	summit.	Discussions	between	government	ministers	and	central	bankers	from	twenty	of	the	most	powerful	countries	focused	on	the	ongoing	global	financial	crisis,	a	situation	that	precipitated	Visteon’s	insolvency.	While	the	meeting	witnessed	popular	protest	and	police	violence,	which	left	a	bystander	Ian	Tomlinson	dead,	the	Enfield	occupation	attracted																																									 																					621	Tim	Burt,	‘Visteon	Strives	to	Achieve	Independence	from	Ford’,	Financial	
Times	(London,	17	April	2000),	p.	28.	622	London,	Bishopsgate	Institute,	Woodward	70,	‘Visteon	Workers:	Fighting	for	Pensions	Justice’.	623	Phil	Wilson,	‘We	Knew	We	Had	Nothing	to	Loose’,	Solidarity,	The	Trade	
Union	Magazine:	For	Independent,	Fighting	and	Democratic	Trade	Unionism,	Autumn	2009,	pp.	8–9	(p.	8).	624	Report	&	Reflections	on	the	2009	UK	Ford-Visteon	Dispute:	A	Post-Fordist	
Struggle	(London:	Past	Tense,	2009),	pp.	1–2.	
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external	support	too.	The	most	practical	solidarity	came	from	the	Haringey	Solidarity	Group	(HSG),	a	local	collective	based	in	the	neighbouring	borough,	which	originally	emerged	out	of	a	local	anti-poll	tax	group.	Only	one	other	person	remained	inside	the	plant	throughout	the	entire	occupation	alongside	former	members	of	the	workforce.	He	was	Alan	Woodward,	a	HSG	‘supporter,	though	not	a	member’,	as	he	described	himself.625	Woodward	helped	draft	the	one	written	statement	issued	throughout	the	occupation,	which	was	then	printed	by	HSG	member	Dave	Morris.	Other	members	of	the	group	picketed	Ford	dealers,	provided	legal	information,	provided	access	to	a	bank	account	to	process	donations	and	played	a	key	role	in	setting	up	the	Ford	Visteon	Workers	Support	Group.	Afterwards	one	of	those	involved	in	the	occupation	the	former	convenor	Phil	Wilson	drew	a	contrast	between	such	concrete	solidarity	and	the	response	received	from	union	officials:	I	remember	one	stage	when	we	had	an	official	come	down	to	the	picket	line	and	basically	saying	you’re	holding	out	here	for	something	you	may	never	receive,	painting	a	really	gloomy	picture	for	us.	That	was	one	of	our	lowest	points.	I	have	to	say	that	one	of	the	people	that	was	responsible	for	lifting	our	spirits	after	that	was	a	guy	called	Tony	from	Haringey	Solidarity	that	came	round	in	his	big	white	Transit	van	and	just	kept	all	our	spirits	up—so	that	just	showed	me	the	two	different	sides	where	you’ve	got	a	guy	down	the	road	that	lifted	our	spirits	and	someone	who	we	expected	to	lift	our	spirits	just	knocking	the	stuffing	out	of	us	really.626	Despite	occasional	bouts	of	militant	rhetoric,	Unite	officials	oscillated	in	practice	between	adopting	a	passive	stance,	which	was	perhaps	understandable	given	the																																									 																					625	Alan	Woodward,	Ford	Visteon	Enfield	Workers	Occupation:	An	Eyewitness	
Account	and	First	Thoughts	(London:	Gorter	Press,	2009),	p.	7.	626	Phil	Wilson,	p.	9.	
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legal	implications	of	any	involvement,	and	actively	attempting	to	end	the	occupation	before	the	dispute	had	been	resolved.	Wilson,	who	was	by	his	own	account	less	sceptical	of	the	union	than	many	of	his	workmates,	afterwards	singled	out	the	official	Steve	Hart	for	putting	them	under	pressure	to	end	industrial	action	before	a	final	settlement	had	been	reached.627	In	the	end	union	negotiations	resulted	in	a	settlement,	which	represented	at	least	a	partial	victory	for	the	occupation.	Visteon	workers	achieved	this	outcome	with	their	most	consistent	support	coming	from	a	group	with	broadly	autonomist/anarchist	politics,	while	Unite	trade-union	officials	played	a	much	more	ambiguous	role.	The	main	source	of	outside	solidarity	came	from	a	group	that	emerged	from	the	campaign	against	the	poll	tax.	This	could	be	framed	as	a	struggle	over	the	erosion	of	the	social	wage,	with	a	regressive	change	to	fiscal	policy	shifting	the	burden	of	payment	for	local	authority	services.	While	this	situation	demonstrated	that	militant	industrial	action	could	still	achieve	results	well	after	the	end	of	the	long	1970s,	situating	these	events	in	a	longer	view	puts	their	scale	and	wider	political	impact	into	perspective	too.	However	effective	the	Visteon	workers’	actions	proved	to	be,	nobody	could	ascribe	to	them	the	same	vanguard	role	as	car	workers	had	for	proponents	of	the	politics	of	working-class	autonomy	in	the	long	1970s.	This	is	not	to	belittle	the	Visteon	occupation,	but	rather	to	suggest	that	the	notion	of	an	internal	vanguard	might	have	served	its	purpose	by	then	in	politically	displacing	the	external	vanguard	party.	Moreover,	seeking	out	a	new	hegemonic	antagonistic	social	subject	seems	unlikely	to	provide	any	shortcuts	to	the	problem	involved	in	industrial	organising	today.	What	contemporary	relevance	can	we	glean	from	this	history	then?		
																																								 																					627	Woodward,	pp.	15–16.	
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Accelerationism	and	the	Politics	of	Working-Class	Autonomy	Today	
Political	ideas	owing	something	of	a	debt	to	autonomist	Marxism	have	gained	a	certain	currency	in	Britain	today.	The	journalist	and	commentator	Paul	Mason	made	as	much	clear	in	PostCapitalism:	A	Guide	to	Our	Future,	a	popular	work	of	political	economy	that	made	the	Sunday	Times	Bestsellers	List.	Mason	cited	Negri’s	interpretation	of	a	section	of	Marx’s	Grundrisse	the	‘Fragment	on	Machines’	as	providing	a	prophetic	vision	of	a	Postcapitalist	future.628	In	doing	so,	he	set	out	to	popularise	a	brand	of	technologically	utopianism	referred	to	as	left-accelerationism.	More	recently	the	founding	editor	of	Novara	Media	Aaron	Bastani	signalled	that	he	broadly	shared	the	same	position	with	the	title	of	his	book	
Fully	Automated	Luxury	Communism.	Along	with	an	unambiguously	enthusiastic	attitude	towards	technological	progress,	Bastani	evoked	‘the	right	to	luxury’,	a	demand	first	raised	in	Italy	by	autonomist	youth	associated	in	the	mid-1970s.629	Likewise,	a	provocative	and	widely	cited	manifesto	by	two	academics	Nick	Srniceck	and	Alex	Williams	recently	proposed,	‘a	fully	automated	economy’	as	the	first	of	three	emancipatory	demands	aimed	at	revitalising	left-wing	politics.	They	too	drew	upon	the	‘Fragment	on	Machines’,	while	situating	themselves	in	dialogue	with	autonomist	Marxists	and	those	influenced	by	this	tendency.	Srniceck	and	Williams	recognised	that	the	approach	they	advocated	entailed	taking	a	bit	of	a	gamble.	‘The	simple	wager	of	the	demand	for	full	automation	is	that	wealth	can	be	produced	in	non	capitalist	ways.’	In	fact,	the	punt	they	proposed	taking	went	further	though.630	Their	argument	rested	on	the	assumption	that	automation	
																																								 																					628	Paul	Mason,	PostCapitalism:	A	Guide	to	Our	Future	(London:	Allen	Lane,	2015),	pp.	133–38.	629	Aaron	Bastani,	Fully	Automated	Luxury	Communism:	A	Manifesto	(London:	Verso,	2019);	Maria	Elena	Cantilena	and	Marco	Grifo,	‘Da	Wounded	Knee	alla	Sapienza.	La	figura	dell’indiano	nel	movimento	del	1977:	comunicazione	transatlantica	e	ibridazione	culturale’,	Ácoma,	2017,	185–214	(p.	195).	630	Nick	Srnicek	and	Alex	Williams,	Inventing	the	Future:	Postcapitalism	and	a	
World	Without	Work	(London:	Verso,	2015),	pp.	109	&	218–19.	
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necessarily	results	in	such	an	outcome.	For	them,	a	breakdown	in	the	correlation	between	value	and	labour	time	promised	to	lead	to	an	irreconcilable	contradiction	between	productive	forces	and	capitalist	social	relations.	Marx	certainly	speculated	about	the	possibility	that	such	a	situation	could	arise	in	the	‘Fragment	on	Machines’.	Moreover,	the	emphasis	they	placed	on	this	text	set	Italian	workerists	and	autonomist	Marxists	apart	from	both	a	structuralist	reading	of	Capital	and	a	Marxist	humanist	focus	on	his	early	writings.	In	doing	so,	they	aimed	to	address	common	concerns	across	this	tendency,	such	as	the	need	to	develop	a	critical	analysis	of	the	changing	relationship	between	the	labour	process	and	wider	circuits	of	valorisation	and	social	reproduction.	Yet,	some	of	those	involved	in	autonomist	politics	at	the	time	went	on	afterwards	to	reflect	critically	upon	the	influence	this	text	had	had	on	them.	Notably,	George	Caffentzis	later	identified	what	he	saw	as	a	major	inconsistency	within	Marx’s	logic.	While	positing	a	tendency	towards	the	incommensurability	of	labour	time	and	value,	he	also	continued	to	explain	capitalist	crisis	in	terms	of	the	more	familiar	tendency	of	the	rate	of	profit	to	fall,	which	he	derived	from	the	labour	theory	of	value.	According	to	Caffentzis,	Marx	later	resolved	this	conceptual	contradiction,	which	they	both	saw	as	reflecting	a	real	systemic	contradiction	too,	through	the	‘rejection/inclusion	of	the	incommensurability	thesis’	in	his	subsequent	analysis	of	the	general	rate	of	profit.631	In	the	third	volume	of	Capital,	Marx	argued	that	the	relationship	between	labour	and	value	ultimately	functioned	across	the	economy	as	a	whole.632	Significantly,	this	suggested	a	relationship	between	the	development	of	highly	automated	industries	and	the	ongoing	emergence	of	other	new	sectors	of	the	economy	with	a	much	lower	levels	of	organic	composition.	
																																								 																					631	George	Caffentzis,	‘From	the	Grundrisse	to	Capital	and	Beyond:	Then	and	Now’,	Workplace:	A	Journal	for	Academic	Labor,	15,	2008,	59–74	(p.	64).	632	Chapter	Nine	of	Marx,	III,	pp.	254–72.	
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The	relevance	of	Caffentzis’s	argument	goes	beyond	mere	Marxology.	His	reading	of	Marx	informed	an	analysis	of	recent	structural	changes,	which	had	seen	the	expansion	of	labour-intensive	service	sector	work	alongside	the	rise	of	high	tech	sectors.	Crucially,	this	suggested	a	mechanism	by	which	the	capitalist	system	adapted	to	crises	linked	to	technological	expansion.	In	such	circumstances,	the	growing	‘techno-skepticism’	of	the	anti-capitalist	movement	since	the	late	1960s	represented	a	coherent	response	according	to	Caffentzis.633	Even	within	autonomist	Marxist	circles,	those	who	took	seriously	Marx’s	analysis	of	value	did	not	necessarily	share	the	conclusions	drawn	from	the	Grundrisse	by	today’s	left-accelerationists.	Revisiting	the	politics	of	working-class	autonomy	in	Britain	during	the	heyday	of	labour	unrest	at	Ford	might	help	clarify	relative	merits	of	Caffentzis’s	reading	of	Marx	compared	to	an	accelerationist	one.	While	it	was	left	to	an	American	publisher	to	translate	Negri’s	most	relevant	work	from	his	seminars	at	the	École	Normale	Supérieure,	Red	Notes	played	a	key	part	in	introducing	an	English	readership	to	much	of	his	writing,	which	clearly	influenced	subsequent	readings	of	the	Grundrisse.634	More	importantly,	another	generally	overlooked	source	Raniero	Panzieri’s	‘Surplus	Value	and	Planning:	Notes	on	the	Reading	of	“Capital”’	cast	light	on	the	origins	of	this	debate.	This	text	only	came	out	in	English	as	the	opening	article	of	the	first	pamphlet	of	the	Conference	of	Socialist	Economists’	(CSE),	which	as	we	have	seen	then	shared	links	to	Big	Flame	and	Red	Notes.	The	translator	of	this	text																																									 																					633	Caffentzis,	‘From	the	Grundrisse	to	Capital	and	Beyond:	Then	and	Now’,	p.	69.	 634	Antonio	Negri,	Marx	oltre	Marx:	Quaderno	di	lavoro	sui	Grundrisse,	Materiali	Marxisti,	442	(Milano:	Feltrinelli,	1979);	Antonio	Negri,	Marx	beyond	
Marx:	Lessons	on	the	Grundrisse,	ed.	by	Jim	Fleming,	trans.	by	Harry	Cleaver,	Michael	Ryan,	and	Maurizio	Viano	(South	Hadley,	MA:	Bergin	&	Garvey,	1984);	see	also,	for	instance,	‘Marx	beyond	Marx:	Working	Notes	on	the	Grundrisse’	in	Negri,	
Revolution	Retrieved:	Writing	on	Marx,	Keynes,	Capitalist	Crisis	and	New	Social	
Subjects	(1967-83),	pp.	155–76.	
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neglected	to	mention	that	the	Italian	original	served	as	the	introduction	to	the	first	Italian	translation	of	Marx’s	‘Frammento	sulle	macchinhe’.	In	the	piece,	Panzieri	criticised	Lenin	for	equating	state	planning	with	socialism	in	theory,	while	in	practice	replicating	capitalist	social	relations	in	production.	Panzieri	linked	this	to	a	broader	critique	of	orthodox	Marxism,	which	he	traced	back	to	an	ambiguity	in	Volume	One	of	Capital.	By	emphasising	the	contrast	between	factory	planning	and	the	anarchy	of	circulation,	Marx	suggested	that	this	tension	constituted	an	inherent	contradiction	intrinsic	to	capitalism,	rather	than	one	affecting	the	dynamics	of	a	particular	historic	phase	of	the	system’s	development.635	Panzieri	then	considered	the	possibility	that	the	Grundrisse	might	inform	an	alternative	to	the	failed	Leninist	model	of	transitioning	to	Communism	through	state	planning.	In	doing	so,	he	made	just	one	direct	reference	to	the	text	though:	Throughout	Marx	there	is,	if	anything,	a	theory	of	the	“unsustainability”	of	capitalism	at	its	highest	level	of	development	(see	the	final	part	of	the	fragment	from	the	
Grundrisse	published	below).	The	“superabundant”	productive	forces	then	enter	into	conflict	with	the	“restricted	base”	of	the	system	and	the	quantitative	measurement	of	labour	becomes	a	blatant	absurdity.	Yet,	this	perspective	immediately	refers	us	back	to	another	question.	The	development	of	capitalism	in	its	most	recent	form	demonstrates	the	capacity	of	the	system	to	self-limit,	to	reproduce	the	conditions	of	its	own	survival	through	conscious	interventions,	and	to	plan—alongside	the	development	of	the	capitalist	productive	forces—the	limits	
																																								 																					635	Karl	Marx,	‘Frammento	sulle	macchine’,	trans.	by	Renato	Solmi,	Quaderni	
rossi,	4,	1964,	288–300;	Mario	Tronti,	‘Chapter	18:	Italy’,	in	Karl	Marx’s	Grundrisse:	
Foundations	of	the	Critique	of	Political	Economy	150	Years	Later,	ed.	by	Marcello	Musto,	trans.	by	Arianna	Bove,	Frontiers	of	Political	Economy,	109	(London:	Routledge,	2008),	pp.	229–32.	
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of	such	development	(for	example	by	planning	the	level	of	unemployment).636	Panzieri	prefaced	the	‘Fragment	on	Machines’	by	warning	against	a	technologically	determinist	reading	of	Marx.	For	the	avoidance	of	doubt,	he	concluded	by	reiterating	the	point.	‘In	brief,	Marxist	thought	has	failed	to	grasp	the	fundamental	character	of	modern-day	capitalism,	which	lies	in	its	capacity	for	salvaging	the	fundamental	expression	of	the	law	of	surplus	value,	i.e.	planning,	both	at	the	level	of	the	factory	and	at	the	social	level.’637	Whatever	relevance	the	Grundrisse	retains	today,	raising	a	demand	for	full	automation	glosses	over	all	this.	The	historic	relationship	between	technological	development	and	industrial	unrest	at	Ford	points	to	another	issue	with	adopting	such	a	demand.	Instead	of	a	tactical	engagement	in	industrial	politics,	contesting	management’s	use	of	technology	while	recognising	the	strategic	agency	of	workers,	we’re	left	with	a	slogan	divorced	from	all	such	practical	concerns.	Fortunately	perhaps,	accelerationism	is	not	the	only	example	of	a	perspective	today	with	a	genealogical	relationship	with	the	politics	of	working-class	autonomy.	Others	have	also	attempted	to	develop	political	practices	for	intervention	in	the																																									 																					636	My	own	translation	based	on	Raniero	Panzieri,	‘Surplus	Value	and	Planning:	Notes	on	the	Reading	of	“Capital”’,	in	The	Labour	Process	&	Class	
Strategies,	trans.	by	Julian	Bees,	CSE	Pamphlet,	1	(London:	Stage	1,	1976),	pp.	4–25	(pp.	20–21).	The	original	reads:	‘C’è	diffusamente,	semmai,	in	Marx,	(si	veda	la	parte	finale	del	frammento	dei	Grundrisse	pubblicato	qui	di	seguito)	una	teoria	della	<<insostenibilità>>	del	capitalismo	al	suo	massimo	livello	di	sviluppo,	allorché	le	forze	produttive	<<sovrabbondanti>>	entrano	in	conflitto	con	la	<<base	ristretta>>	del	sistema,	e	la	misurazione	quantitativa	del	lavoro	diventa	un	palese	assurdo.	Ma	questa	prospettiva	rinvia	immediatamente	a	un’altra	questione:	lo	sviluppo	del	capitalismo	nella	sua	forma	recente	dimonstra	la	capacità	del	sistema	ad	<<autolimitarsi>>,	a	riprodurre	con	interventi	consapevoli	le	condizioni	della	sua	sopravvivenza,	e	a	pianificare,	con	lo	sviluppo	capitalistico	delle	forze	produttive,	anche	i	limiti	di	questo	sviluppo	stesso	(ad	esempio,	con	la	pianificazione	di	una	quota	di	disoccupazione).’	Raniero	Panzieri,	‘Plusvalore	e	pianificazione:	Appunti	di	lettura	del	Capitale’,	Quaderni	rossi,	4,	1964,	256–87	(pp.	285–86).	637	Panzieri,	‘Surplus	Value	and	Planning’,	p.	21.	The	original	reads:	Accade	cosí	che	al	pensiero	marxista	sfugga,	in	generale,	la	caratteristica	fondamentale	dell’odierno	capitalismo,	che	è	nel	recupero	dell’espressione	fondamentale	della	legge	del	plusvalore,	il	piano,	dal	livello	di	fabbrica	al	livello	sociale.	Panzieri,	‘Plusvalore	e	pianificazione’,	p.	288.	
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workplace	informed	by	this	tendency.	For	instance,	the	Kolinko	collective	from	the	Rhine-Ruhr	region	of	Germany	began	a	call	centre	inquiry	in	1999.	This	reflected	disillusionment	with	the	summit	hopping	of	the	anti-globalisation	movement,	which	they	saw	as	irrelevant	to	the	everyday	lives	of	activist	themselves,	as	well	as	those	of	other	workers.	Such	an	approach	set	out	to	examine	‘the	concrete	conditions	of	exploitation	and	the	prospects	of	a	new	class	movement’,	explicitly	influenced	by	Socialisme	ou	Barbarie	and	Quaderni	rossi.638	Over	a	two-year	period	Kolinko	forged	a	number	of	transnational	connections	as	indicated	by	references	to	reports	in	Undercurrents,	an	English	publication	sharing	a	similar	perspective,	on	the	1999	British	Telecom	(BT)	strike.	This	dispute	was	widely	regarded	at	the	time	as	the	first	call-centre	strike	in	this	country.	Such	transnational	links	extended	beyond	an	exchange	of	information,	aiming	towards	a	collective	common	practice.	Activists	in	Brighton	adopted	the	name	Hotlines,	which	was	originally	used	by	their	German	comrades,	for	leaflets	that	they	produced	and	distributed	during	this	dispute.	While	demonstrating	a	degree	of	continuity	with	previous	workerist	politics,	Kolinko	ultimately	succeeded	more	in	confronting	other	activists	with	the	limitations	of	protesting	international	summits	than	in	establishing	an	effective	alternative	practice.639	More	recently	the	financial	crisis	of	2007	to	2008	and	its	ongoing	aftermath	focused	wider	attention	on	issues	of	economic	power,	the	world	of	work	and	class	relations.	The	online	magazine	Viewpoint,	which	emerged	from	the	Occupy	movement,	dedicated	an	entire	issue	to	the	theme	of	workers’	inquiry.	This	included	historical	material	from	and	analysis	of	Socialisme	ou	Barbarie,	Italian	
operaismo,	and	the	French	Maoist	practice	of	établissment,	which	entailed	an	industrial	turn	by	former-student	intellectuals	in	the	1970s.	These	pieces	appeared																																									 																					638	Kolinko,	Hotlines:	Call	Centre,	Inquiry,	Communism	(Duisburg:	Kolinko,	2002)	<https://www.nadir.org/nadir/initiativ/kolinko/lebuk/e_lebuk.htm>	[accessed	5	September	2018].	639	Ibid.	
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alongside	other	material	with	a	more	contemporary	focus,	applying	the	methods	and	concepts	to	today’s	workplace.640		Such	engagement	displays	greater	continuity	than	accelerationism	with	the	politics	of	working-class	autonomy,	both	in	terms	of	theory	and	practice.	Questions	remain	about	what	lessons	should	be	learned	from	autonomist	theory	about	the	relationship	between	the	world	of	work	and	wider	social	relations	though.	In	his	comprehensive	account	of	Italian	autonomist	Marxism,	Steve	Wright	concluded	that	one	of	this	tendency’s	main	weaknesses	consisted	in	a	propensity	to	develop	overarching	conceptual	categories.	According	to	Wright,	the	‘[m]ost	damaging	of	all’	was	the	operaio	sociale.	He	took	a	more	favourable	view	of	the	term	social	
factory,	which	‘alluded	to	a	significant	rethinking	of	class	composition’,	however.	Wright	also	offered	a	positive	assessment	of	the	shift	away	from	a	‘too-narrow	focus	on	[...]	the	immediate	process	of	production	[...]	to	examine	the	world	beyond	the	factory	walls’,	as	a	general	trajectory	within	workerism	and	autonomist	Marxism.641	Wright’s	analysis	highlights	the	limitations	of	any	politics	focusing	exclusively	on	the	labour	process	in	isolation	from	wider	circuits	of	valorisation	and	social	reproduction,	processes	involving	both	the	state	and	unwaged	labour.	However	welcome	a	recently	renewed	interest	in	workplace	organising	may	be,	distilling	down	the	lessons	of	Italian	workerism	into	a	mere	workplace	inquiry	would	be	mistaken.	To	do	so	would	be	particularly	ironic	today,	when	so	much	work	clearly	lies	well	beyond	the	factory	gates	of	half	a	century	ago.	When	making	deliveries	in	the	gig	economy,	for	instance,	the	boundary	between	the	site	of	production	and	the	wider	social	field	has	become	increasingly	erased.																																									 																					640	‘Workers’	Inquiry’,	Viewpoint	Magazine,	3,	2013	<https://viewpointmag.com/2013/09/30/issue-3-workers-inquiry/>	[accessed	14	March	2016].	641	Steve	Wright,	Storming	Heaven:	Class	Composition	and	Struggle	in	Italian	
Autonomist	Marxism	(London:	Pluto	Press,	2002),	pp.	224–25.	
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The	history	of	how	the	politics	of	working-class	autonomy	intersected	with	labour	unrest	at	Ford	in	Britain	also	highlights	how	too	narrow	a	focus	on	the	inquiry	as	a	method	could	obscure	what	else	has	emerged	from	this	tendency.	True,	aspects	of	such	a	method	run	throughout	this	history,	from	leaflets	co-written	by	external	militants	and	members	of	the	workforce	to	the	exchange	of	information	within	the	EFWC.	Yet,	almost	none	of	this	was	framed	as	a	workers’	inquiry	as	such.	Moreover,	the	distinction	drawn	between	strategy	and	tactics,	the	mode	of	analysis	in	terms	of	class	composition	and	the	practical	approach	to	organising	all	have	broader	social	relevance	too.							
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